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Author s Note 


I first met Jean Pasqualint towards the end of 1969 in Paris, 
where I had arrived as a Li]e Magazine (remember?) corres- 
pondent after a tw o year stmt in the Moscow bureau. When I 
learned that he had a second, Chinese, name - Bao Ruo-wang - 
I was hardly surprised ; His physical appearance, after all, was 
far more like a younger Mao Tsc tung than the Corsican syl- 
lables of his Western name suggested We became good friends 
and I quickly found myself addicted to his apparently endless 
reminiscences about the Chinese labour camps. As astomshing 
as his experiences had been, I was doubly impressed by the fact 
that ho is one of those rare and curious persons who possess a 
virtually perfect memory - names, dates, even conversations 
sprang effortlessly from his mental archives, even if the events 
he was describing were ten or more years old. 

And then there was the fact, the simple, extraordinary fact, 
that he had spent seven years in Chinese prisons and laboM 
camps. There aren’t many people like that around. Prob- 
ably hundreds of Westerners have been interned m one way 
or another by the Chinese Comraumsts but none of them - 
none - went through the forced-labour camps He is umque m 
this. 

And there he was, telhng those amazing stones 

“Why m hell don’t you write a book about it?’ I suggested 
one day ‘You could be the Chinese Sohdienitsyn 

Tm not a writer,’ he said 'IVe tried, but it doesn’t come out 
too weir 

And that was how our collaboration began I stiU dont 
understand how he was able to spend five years m Pans after s 
' release from the mamland without some wnur or journalist 
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leaping at the chance to do his stoiy ■with him* Writers and 
pumahsts aren’t very smart 

Jean and I spent something over three years on the project 
because we wanted the picture of the camps to be as complete 
and accurate as possible (everything we ■write of is precisely as 
he lived it, except for the fact that Jean changed most of the 
names mvolved, for evident reasons), but also because we were 
both working full-tune at our other jobs and could get together 
only on weekends and vacation As we got deeper into the writ- 
ing 1 realized (to my surprise, I admit) that neither Jean nor the 
book we were developmg was anh-Cbinese or even anti- 
communist In the camps he had been frankly employed as slave 
labour, and yet he couldn’t fail to admue the strength of spirit 
of the Chinese people and the honesty and dedication of most 
of the Communist cadres he met Even though mne years have 
passed since he was released, fais story is every bit as pertinent 
now because it is in large part the story of the building of the ' 
new China And the camps still exist today 

Those seven years taught Jean as much about himself as it 
did about the Chinese among whom he was bora and raised, 
and not the least of the lessons was that the best way to affront 
hardship is with humour That is why he thought it might he 
fitting to dedicate the book to the man who put him m prison 
and the man who got him out. ‘To Chairman Mao Tse-tung 
and General Charles de Gaulle, both of whom did so much for 
me without ever being aware of it ’ 


• Reader sDisai ran Jean’s ncsoant o£ the pnson camp moss of Father 
Haa in a 1970 issue But they stopped there 


mentioned m this book, 
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Chapter One 


t 

On the afternoon of Friday, 13 November 1964, a pohUcal 
prisoner was released at the Chinese border checkpoint o 
Shumchun, the principal land entrance to Hong Kong He was 
hardly important enough for any consideration. Tta® 
no delegations to meet him, no press, no relatives y o 
usual English colomal pohceman was there at his post on tne 
other end of the Lo Wu Bridge Across the way he could see 
the umformed Chmese busying themselves around the grey 
bnck buildings of the frontier station and beyond “e 
Shumchun freight yards, where steam locomotives ferried bacK 
and forth, drawing boxcars covered with slogans m hug 
Chinese characters ‘Long Live the General Line , e * 
read, ‘Long Live the People’s Commnnes‘ and Long Live me 
Great Leap Forward’. 

At precisely 1 30 p m the pohceman saw at &e fM end of the 

bridge the man he had been notified to meet Heha a yp 

Chinese face set off by black-nmmed glasses, walked wi* 
busy, hunching gait and appeared to be in his mi - ^ 

grey woollen suit he wore was obviously govemmen -is , 
the collar of his white shirt was absurdly too large for lum He 
crossed the bridge with a face void of expression, never loosing 
back All the pohceman knew of him was that he was a Frencn 
Citizen and that his name was Pasquahm. All that mus 
appeared rather odd, considering his thoroughly Asia o app 
ance. t 

That prisoner was myself I was about to start my new 
in the West with six Hong Kong dollars in my pocket - u o 
I Was on my way to France, my homeland even ough 
never set foot' there Nineteen sixty-four was toe y 
France and the People’s Repubhc of China officially recog 
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nazed each other, and it ^ as a spend ^ 

rc^-^sssrrs's « 

bndge I was leaving behind an entire culture into wluch 
bora, every faend in the world, a wife who had W divow 

me for her own sake and two sons whom I shall probably never 
see again 

But I had learned about IfloGfli . 

Lao Gd - short for Lao Dong Ga: Zao* - is a iwcnlic ' 
century invention, an insbtution presented to humanity by c 
Chmese Communist theoreticians It means Reform Tlirougo 


Labour, 

In our fau and pleasant world there is no shortage of coun- 
tries that have built their modem civilizations on a foundation 
of deportation areas, concentration camps and prison farms 
The Soviets have been especially notable achievers in this line 
Their complex of forced-labour camps was impressively vari 
in Its prune, but it was brutally cruel, unsophisticated - and 
mefScient - compared to what toe Chinese developed after the 
victory of toe revoluhon in 1949 What toe Russians never 
understood, and what toe Chinese Communists knew all alon& 
is that convict labour can never be productive or profitable if 
it IS extracted only by coercion or torture The Chinese were 
the first to grasp the art of motivating pnsoners That’s what 
luo Got IS all about 

Those seven prison years I hved - often in abject, despainng 
misery, sometimes hterally starving and always haunted by 
hunger, in perpetual submission to toe authority not only of 
guards and w^ers but even more so to toe ‘mutual surveil- 
lance’ of my feDow pnsonen and even to my own zealous self- 
denunciations and confessions - constitute my own story, of 
course, but far more important, they ate the story of the 
millions upon millioust of Chinese 'who endured toe camps 


*LaaI)ong wimualUiboat, Goi Zoo to chimge, leform 
tHow many pnsoneia arc there? The estimates of the Chinese forcco- 
Jaboiir-camp population vary wildly, dependme mostly on the political 
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me and are still in them today. I am their only spokes- 
man The story of Lao Gai has never been told before. 

Let ns avoid polemic here; the purpose of this book is neither 
to slander the People’s Republic of China nor to invent fanta- 
sies for the CIA. What follows on these pages is only what I 
personally hved and saw and heard about from others I don’t 
pretend to be a scholar, but I was bom and raised and spent 
thirty-seven years of my life on Chinese soil And what I learned 
about the pnson system came firsthand 

There is a simple, basic truth about the labour camps that 
seems to be unknown in the West For all but a handful of 
exceptional cases (such as myself) the prison experience is 
total and permanent The men and women sentenced to Reform 
Through Labour spend the remainder of their lives in the 
camps, as prisoners first and then as ‘free workers' after their 
terms have expired 

Labour camps m China are a lifetime contract They are far 
too important to the national economy to be run with transient 
personnel. It was convicts who reclaimed and made flourish 
the vast Manchurian wiistelands which had defeated all past 
efforts and which today still offer the only convmcmg proof 
that a Sovkhoze-style state farm can operate profitably, con- 


convictions of the person making the estimate 'There are even some dis- 
tinguished authors, intellectuals and academics m the West who appear o 
believe that there never was a labour camp or pohtical pnroner m mam- 
land China At the other extreme are certam Smologisls who ^rm that 
upwards of twenty miUicm are being held m servitude for 
reasons Obviously, the Chinese Government funushes no statistics, our i 
can assure the reader from personal experience that the camps Kist arm 
that their population is colossal An interesting hmt of the possi u 
IS contamed m a phrase dear to Chinese thetonciims n y a 
hunonty, perhaps five per cent, rs against us, these are being orcc 
build socialism ’ No one who takes a stand agamst the government can 
remain out of lail, but if we take only two per cent as a reasonable poBi- 
bibty, this still gives US a figure of sixteen million pnme candidate tor 
Reform Through Labour This figure does not mdude those 
undergorag the standard three-year terms of Leo Leo - ^ 

Through Labour These are persons who have commiHed ‘""'“k 

rather than 'enmes’ In theory, they mamtam their avicnghts while m 

ramps There are at least as many undergomg Lao Jiao as Lao bai, 
fact, probably many more 
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victs who began China’s plastics industry and run some of her 
biggest factones and agncultural stations, convicts who grow 
the very nee Mao eats ♦ To achieve these successes one thing 
was indispensable a stable supply of manpower, willing to 
worh hard With this assured, the Chinese reached a goal that 
had eluded even Stalin - mabng forced labour a paying propo- 
sition China surely must be the only country in the world 
whose prisons turn a profit It is an exploit of which th^ can be 
tightiully proud 

‘A living hell' is the popular image inevitably conjured up by 
the idea of Communist labour camps There is truth in the 
image, of course, but it is distorted because it is incomplete 
The reality, the most exquisite irony that I discovered as the 
jears slipped by, was the same that had already been testified 
to by the survivors of Stalinist camps Not only is the society 
waihin the camps in many ways purer than the larger one out- 
side, but It IS also freer It is in the prisons and camps that the 
notions of friendship and personal freedom are the most highly 
developed in China 

There is an impressive fund of partial knowledge and down- 
right misinformation in the West concerning China, in spite 
of the many doors that have recently been opened, when it is 
a question of her prison system, that fund absolutely overflows 
There has been no shortage of Westerners - journalists, priests, 
businessmen, soldiers - who have spent some time in confine- 
ment on the mainland and written books about the experience 
Almost all of them were hampered from the start by the basic 
fact of spc.aking little or no Chinese But even more important, 
being round ejed foreigners, they invariably received special 
treatment - their on*n private cells or rooms, difierent rations 
and isolation from Chinese prisoners No Westerner has ever 
ticen allowed to visit the camps, not even Mao's friend Edgar 
Snow, And certainly none has ever won the doubtful honour 
of being selected for Reform Tlirongh Ubour 

1 (lid because the police authorities for all intents and pur- 
poses considc'ed we as just another Chinese 1 was a very rare 

•(V n wrh nm ;3 ot Ihc Chaig Jlo Stale Frnin, northeast of 
n [ wojlfrd to gro^ thainceujihtDyovs'Qhnnds 
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animal - a foreigner bom In China, speaking file language like 
a native, with the face of a Chinese. A snake m the grass, the 
interrogators called me, and they had a point. 

I’m a strange muture. I have confused people for yem. My 
name, Pasqualini, comes straight from my Corsican famer, an 
adventurous character who left his native island at the o 
the century (m something of a hurry, as I understand it, ve 
often Wondered if he had been involved in some sort of ven- 
detta), joined the French Army and eventually found himseit 
on gamson duty in Peking - those were the days when just 
about every Western power had a piece of poor, humma 
China With the end of the war and demobilization my fatbCT 
elected to stay on in China. He went mto busmess for ^ e 
and took a Chinese wife. As their only child, I grew Up s as 
a Chinese boy with my playmates and then as a W ^ ® 

I attended Peking’s French Pubhc School and ^ 
mission schools, run by the Manst brothers and the esi 
fathers. It was, as my jailers often pointed out to me a , 
most thoroughly rotten and reactionary, bour^is e “ ' 

Enghsh, the tongue I now prefer, came to me by a ^y b^- 
hood accident. At an age when I already spo e 
Chinese and French, my father sent me away o a 
boarding school in Tientsin. On opemng day s 
wrong line and found myself m a section ''' . 

speaking Enghsh instead of French. That vras % Peking 
■ - 1 preferred the kids in that group When I returned to P g 

for vacation my father met me at the station 

■Common vas-l«.pe«i” he asked affectionately. 

•Oh, fine. Dad, how are you?’ I answered ^ 

recovered from the culture shock, be decided to 
where they spoke that strange, unknown ^ to 

To the Salesian fathers I was known f 
the Chinese as Bao Rno-wang, a name roughly 

•P’ Sound in Pasqualuu and the ChmeseappeUahon ^ 

Very young, I recognized that I had been bo 

iZL. of the mil, the half-breed who ^^la^ * 

societies but feels truly at home m mssion schools 

Was the clan nf other mills who attended 
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wth me All my closest friends were half Chinese like me and 
a multiracial cocktail on the other half' Irish, Russian, Pohsh, 
Czech, lemsh, Italian, German and God knows what else We 
were a special societj', a subculture closed to the rest of the 
world Of them all, I was the one who looked most completely 
Chinese 

Throughout my adolescence Churn was swept by great waves 
of atllictions, some natural like the recurrent floods, droughts 
and famines and some man-made, like the several foreign m- 
cursions, the Second World War, the Japanese invasion and 
occupation, the Civil War and finally the purges and retribu- 
tions after the total Mctory of the Communists. It was a con- 
fused time in which to be growing to manhood - protean and 
unpredictable, often dangerous but undeniably exciting The 
situation changed from week to week and it was a rash man 
who thought he might know the future My own was formed 
for me }oung, because of my education and because of per- 
sonal tragedy - both my parents died before I reached my 
m.ijoniy 1 became a ward of the church and the French em- 
b.issv, Inmg in a tiny cubicle m the isolation ward of the 
Trench hospital and being watched over by nuns There was 
no money allotted, or no will, to send me on to the university, 
esen though I had passed the tests at the top of my class On 
graduation from an industrial school, just after V-J Day, I 
began looking for work By personal preference and instinct, I 
gravitated to the Western diplomatic and military missions, 
where m> biracial background and four languages (I had added 
Italian) could be useful That was already a giant step in the 
direction of trouble 

The first tw o jobs I held did more for my spiritual education 
mm all the years of the mission schools I was nineteen in 
•September of 1945 when I started working for the Fifth US 
. larines 1 began as a jeep driver but quickly rose to mterpretef 
and civilian speciabst for local affairs with the divisional mili- 
tary police My wperienccwith these easygoing Americansvvas 
ovenhelnung - they treated me not only as a human being, but 
av an adult' It was the first time that had ever happened to me. 
fCoaU they have been toe same Americans as those who 
14 



commiKcd alrocitics in Vietnam? I cannot conceive ip In my 
youthful cnUiusiasm I regarded the Marines’ life as ideal - 1 
even asked once if I could go to Parris Island for training 
When I nuis only twenty I was a big wheel - a uniformed 
civilian with the privileges of an ollicer, earning good money 
and shopping in the PX. Life would have seemed rosy, if it 
hadn't been for my second job. 

My mentors of the French embassy put me onto that one. It 
taught me something about the French, the Chinese and myself. 
At the time the French had vested interests in the Peking Traitr- 
way Company, which owned the trolleys the ordinary people 
rode. They were looking for foremen I could do that during 
the day, I thought, since most of my work with the Marines was 
in the evening and night. As a Frenchman by birth I was fit for 
this middle-level technical work, but since I was a mitis, the 
responsibility they entrusted ended there The higher, executive 
posts went to the Frenchmen of pure blood. 

The French representative introduced me to the Cmnese 
director, who immediately made me an Inspector First CIms, a 
position a Chinese might reach after twenty years. My educa- 
tion began the first morning I reported for work at the epo 
and I saw the kind of people who were soon to bring Mao to 
power. They were huddling around IitUe coal stoves, cou^ng, 
dressed m rags and eating meagre bits of combread, such as i 
got later in the camps In the mission schools and in the forei^ 
concession with my family, I had been thoroughly s e r 
They were the drivers, ticket-takers and mamtenance inem 

They were earning four Amencan dollars a month ^ 

weeks I fell into the habit of bringing them antiseptics, sulfa piM 
and APCs I had wheedled from the medical corpsmen inw 
began calling me Bm Mei Shi - 'the one who does thin^ tee 
Amencan way’. I wonder if Americans realize bow much goo 
Will there is towards them in China, at least among ® 
people, built during the days before they became coniju 
or lesson-dvers , 

One cold December afternoon of 1945 1 f 

home. It was ahready nearly dark, but in the c^y, . 

I clearly saw the ticket-taker dip into his till It was incredible, 
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one of those rare momeats when yon can watch someone who 
thinks himself unobserved I was shocked. Without a second 
thought I strode over and denounced ban The tram stopped. 

I looked down the nearly empty car and saw the driver advan- 
cing at me with his big brass steenng key in his hand. He 
stopped dead in his tracks when he recognized me in the dim 
hght 

‘It’s yon '’he said. 

‘rve got to do my job,’ I told hnn n^teonsly. In the missions 
I bad always been taught that stealing was a temble sin But 1 
hadn’t learned much about compassion The dnver looked at 
the poor wretch, weeping in his corner. 

“You got no luck,’ he said 

There was someone else behind ns A Chmese mspector had 
boarded the tram He was an older man, and still in nmform 
Within a few seconds he had surmised what was going on 

‘If you’re going to write a report,’ he said, 'you’ll have to do it 
right Here' 

He handed me a prmted Report Sheet Then, as if he were 
suddenly changing bis imnd, he told the dnver to take the car 
back to the depot and motioned for me to step outside with 
him 

‘Come with me,’ he said T want to show yon something’ I 
didn t know the man, but his manner commanded respect I 
plodded along with hun in the dark, wondenng where we were 
going We penetrated deeper and deeper into the poorer quarter, 
where the streets were like mazes and the people like shadows 
who slipped silently by us 

Don t worry,' he said, sensing my nervousness ‘We're almost 
there,* 

We crossed over a muddy htOe hmmg (lanei into an unlit 
court) atd where a wooden shed hardly higher than my shoul- 
ders stood precariously m the far comer Without knocking he 
thrust open the door. Nine faces, softly outlined by a kerosene 
lamp, turned in surprise to regard us There was a woman, an 
old man and seven children No one said ^ word After what 
seemed like minutes - though 1 suppose it could have been only 
ten seconds or so - the inspector closed the door again 
16 



, "He feeds them all on four dollars a montli,’ he said. ‘That’s 
that hckcl-takcr's family. Do you still want to write that 
report?’ 

T was off duty,' 1 said. Wc walked back out of the slum 
together 

I quit the tramway job after a few months and went to work 
full time fo£thc Americans There is one last footnote, thou^ : 
Several years later, after the Liberation but before my arrest, 
I caught sight of (hat same inspector m a busy Peking street. 
This time he was in (he uniform of the People’s Police. Obvi- 
ously, he had been a Communist all along Instinctively, as 
much to spare him embarrassment as to avoid an encounter 
mth authority, I turned away, assuming he would do the same. 
To my surprise he hurried througli the crowd to greet me and 
shake my hand. 

Don't be worried,’ he said ‘As far as I'm concerned you’ll 
ulways be m our good graces. You did something for us once 
and wc haven’t forgotten.' 

A year after I began worfang with the Marines I got matned. 

It was a typical Chinese union - part affection but mostly a 
carefully thought-out bargain for mutual benefit of the parties 
concerned The story of the bargain started in 1937, when the 
Tapanese were openly looking for pretexts to take control of 
China My father had become friendly with a large and power- 
ful family of Mandarins who owned a sprawling, 270-room 
palace in the north of the city near the Drum Tower Foreign- 
ers, especially Westerners, were a commodity m temfle demand 
by Wealthy Chinese every time warfare seemed imminent, smee 
the colonialist concessions and diplomatic areas were almost 
automatically safe from attack. At the tune of the Marco Polo 
Bridge incident* (7 July 1937) the affluent merchants of Pekmg 
paid huge sums of money to hole up in the basements of lega- 
tions, Another system, somewhat riskier but more satisfymgwhen 
h Worked, was to place their residences under foreign flags 

Old man Yang, the patriarch of the clan with the huge 

Japanese garrison troops manoeuvring near Peking deliberately pro 
''OKed a battle willi the Chmese army to use as a preteitt for fiiU-scale war, 
Oiaah m the manner o£ their later ally. Hitler. 
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palace, made my father a very lush proposition If he would 
come and live on Yang’s grounds, he would be given large and 
elegant quarters rent-free, plus a salary of 200 Chinese dollars 
a month Never one to turn down a good proposition, my 
father packed us up to go live with the Mandarins. The French 
flag flew at the peak of the highest roof. 

What a fantastic person Old Yang was' His life was like a 
melodramahe Chinese film - there was adventure, intrigue, ele- 
gance, violence, sex and even murder. A Manchu by birth, he 
W been a close confidant of the last emperor and held tlie high 
ceremomal funcbon of Master of the Clocks Every day, wear- 
ing the proper gown and followed by a suitable retinue, he 
would go from clock to clock in the palace, winding them with 
a gold key on a chain at his waist With the treasure he acquired 
from his years of royal service he built himself one of Peking's 
most splendid private residences I remember clearly playing by 
a little pond m one of fais numerous courtyards with his grand- 
daughter, Yang Hm-mm, the girl who later was to become my 
wife 

After my parents had died and I was on my own. Old Yang 
called me to him for another proposition He hadn’t changed 
his ways a bit Would I many his granddaughter, he asked. 
There would be a dowry, of course, and I would bo given a nice 
house for us to build our family. My part of the bargain w ould 
be to help the family through my connections with the Amen- 
cans Working for the Americans, the Chinese used to say in 
those days, was like having a tiger skm - no one dared touch 
you 

I accepted I must admit that it was more because of the 
advantages I received and respect for the old man than for love 
or even passion If this appears strange to a Westerner, it is 
normal for an Oriental Umons in China are much less emo- 
tional and the rapport much more distant than in the West. My 
wife and I got on correctly, no more When I was jaded, she 
suffered because of me and starved almost as badly as I did, I 
felt no sense of betrayal when eventually she decided to divorce 
me It vras the best for her. 

After our marriage we moved into Number 17, Chien Ua 
\i 



Chmti; Hiituns - Back ot the Horst Shed Lane - a little one- 
storej', tliMc-room Cliincsc house, facing auspiciously south as 
ali houses slioulJ, uith grey brickwalls and a pointed root. My 
eldest son. Mow, was horn the nest year and tollowcd two 
years later by a daughter, Mi. the one I preferred Poor little 
Ml died of typhoid when she was only three. Our second son, 
ynng,was born m 1953. 

'Mien the nfUi Marines withdrew from Peking I moved over 
to the U.S Army, first as .i (eelmteian witli the Signal Corps 
and latw as civilian liaison with the Cl D, the Criminal Investi- 
jation Division That job counted heavily against tne during 
interrogation and j’udgcmcni If tlic Chinese Communists (and 
Communists everywhere for that matter) tend to view diplomats 
and j'oumalists as spies, then my employ with the CID abso- 
lutely cemented their conclusion that I was a full-time agent of 
imperialist aggression. In reality, my duties were far more 
mundane- keeping track of the Chinese whom the Army hired 
and fired I stayed on with different U S military establishments 
in Peking until their hasty departure in November 1948, less 
•ban a month before Uic city was invested by the ommpresent 
Communists. 

The siege of Peking began in the muddle of December, and it 
aras carried out in a manner that probably no one but the 
Chinese could accomplish Above all, the Communists wanted 
no bloodshed or destruction of what was to be, after all, their 
®wn capital. They had already taken the countryside, now they 
wero waiting for the city to fall into their hands ‘like a npe 
frmt’ Which IS exactly what happened Wemsidetbecityhved, 
Worked and ate normally; the only signs of conflict we sawwere 
distant reflections. The Nationalist Army was evident every- 
where inside Peking and around the walls, but they were sur- 
rounded. The invisible Communists waited patiently, allowmg 
food and normal civilian supplies to pass through their lines to- 
ward the city as if nothing had changed They held the power- 
house twenty-five miles outside of town but continued supplying 
electricity Only now and then - to remind the people who was 
running things - did they cut off power for an hour or two 

As the vice tightened theNationabsts showed increasing signs 
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o£ desperation They even became almost 10110003 For once 
their soldiers were no longer lootmg or trymg to extort money 
- they all knew the Commorusts would hold them unplacably 
to account for every witnessed misdeed The commander of the 
Knomintang (KMT) forces, Fn Tso-Yi, even instituted roving 
courts, military tnbunals mounted on the back of Dodge trucks, 
nhich were dispatched to the scenes of alleged crimes The 
court would hear witnesses, judge and sentence the offenders on 
the spot Sentence was carried out by firmg squad Martial law 
was total 

When the outlying airffelds fell mto Communist bands, the 
Kationalists were at their last gasp and knew it By then it had 
become a question of simply getting out with as much as they 
could They began budding airstrips inside the city Their'first 
attempt was foiled, iromcally enough, by the Japanese The 
logical spot for a strip, it seemed, was the glacis, the broad, 
grassy promenade in the eastern section near the legation quar- 
ter, nhere the foreigners used to play polo, bounded on the 
south by the inner wall and on the north by a big marketplace, 
The glacis was shaped like an T,’ and the longest part, about a 
kilometre of grass, ran east to west Unhappily for the KMT, 
the Japanese had built a mighty series of remtorced concrete 

unkers nghi m the middle of the long run, and every effort to 
blast them out proved futile There was no choice but to build 
the stnp on the short length of the t, north to south To allow 
extra space for the C- 47 s to get airborne, a pickup crew of 
engineers IcveUed the roofs of buildmgs in the fli^t paths to 


e emergency strip was more or less satisfactory but there 
ere ound to be accidents The most memorable - the one that 
n for days afterward -was the time late 

n uc«mbcr when a too-heavily-loaded C -47 stalled shortly 
tlirbome and crashed into a populated area, 
^ hundred yards A lot 

general was without his 
tr/ii.nv ^ always done before m times of 

oublc. toe diplomats began fiying their countries’ flags over 
their residences 
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Lbcralton dsy vac JQ Januari' 1949. Tlic top KMT brass 
had long since fled and the officen, left behind to keep ^use 
negotiated ihcir skins with the Communist emissaries Tlieir 
vanruaid was rlrc.idi there, moving cvprcssionlessly and 
cicihodially around the city m ihcir padded winter uniforms, 
artaopng for the arrival in their style In the afternoon the fu 
ccmplcment of the besieging army marched in through the 
Yong Ding hfen and Hsi Chih Men gates, the infantry in big 
fur hats and the armoured units driving old Japanese tanks and 
tomng American 105 mm howiUcrs behind Studebaker trucKs. 
It was the equipment they had captured in battle 
KMT. or boiighl from the KMTs corrupt commanders ™ 
soldiers carried portraits of Mao and Chu Teh, head of a i 
armed foaes It was a cold, windy day The citizens lined the 
strceiswaimglitilcrcd flags they had made at home 

'Welcome to the People's Liberation Army, they crie over 


and over. 

The new China was being born, but I was out of wor 
a short stmt as interpreter and leg man for the Associated Press 
correspondent, which ended m June. 1 began what turned out to 
be more than three years of unemployment We foreigner 
left pretty much alone, but our activities were circumscrioeu. 

The newT regime was golung itself established 

On 1 October 1949 the People’s Republic of China was - 
cially proclaimed and gamed immediate recognition o 

Soviets At the time, It seemed the dawn of a bright new 

Communism The most populous country m the w r 
joined with the biggest one in a holy alliance that wo 
tably bring a new way of life to mankind. Wave upon 
tecimical and military advisors amved 
people were encouraged to refer to the Soviet Umon 

Strangely enough, though, the Soviets botch^ force 

With an arrogance that 


bordered on scorn. Naturally their own 

spect, but It wasn’t long before the people 
disabused opinions about the Eider Brothers 
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bullet and garotte. The fury of vengeance continued throughout 
March and April and then abated, as if out of breath The 
camps were beginning to flesh out Already in that first move- 
ment some of my foreign and metis friends were arrested for 
their ties to foreigners I passed the lime making myself incon- 
spicuous, visiting with a few trusted friends and reading 
voluminously in the public library. 

When the pitch of retribution rose to what was beginning to 
look dangerously like hysteria, I apphed for an exit visa, the first 
time I had ever done so It was refused Or rather, it was 
Ignored. Every time I queried the foreign mimstry about what 
was happening, I was curtly informed that my apphcation was 
'still pendmg’ It continued to pend right through to 195S, when 
the Second Campaign for the Suppression of Counterrevolu- 
bonaries began More of my friends were taken away Still no 
answer from the foreign ministry 1 was stuck Apprehensively, 
I carried on. 

1 had finally found work in 1953, as personal assistant to an 
officer of a Western embassy - which one I cannot say, because 
of people I worked vnth who are still in Pebng The work I did 
there was no different from the normal duties of any cultural, 
political or economic attach6, but for the New Order it repre- 
sented espionage. If I reported to my boss on the latest ratiomng 
measures or passed an afternoon in a popular teahouse hsten- 
iag to rumour and gossip from the workers, I was helping him 
assess his country’s relations with the young repubhc That my 
Work wasn’t entirely appreciated I learned in 1954, during e 
t^^ensus of Foreigners . 

It occurred in November. Because we were about to be issued 
idenbty cards and resident pennits we were summoned to the 
headquarters of the Peking Bureau of Pubhc Security to fill out 
hvo large biographical forms, giving a detailed report on every 
‘hrag we had ever done m China and enumeratmg our personal 
resources and property One by one, the personal interviews M- 
lowed My turn came late m November. I was led to a comfort- 
able sittmg room m the foreigners’ section There were sofas 
and easy chairs and tea and fruit Three men in grey uniforms 
met me but only one of them, the oldest, did the talking 




• iu*!; v,i(!i ii,c 'iiiitcnl rinl'> in Po/nan. 

"'*'*''''"''’•■'’1 Cnmiiioni'.l movement. 1956 was like 
’Innf flf fireemcktr fome o<T, .mil tin. CIn'ncsc P.irty ortho- 
to lil.amc the tsploMons on the slackening oi 
tJlral aiidioniy .ind Ic.-'ilcrsliip by the Soviet Union Tlic Hun- 
^lon revolution only proved the thesis that dc Stalinization 
■‘0 been ill conceit cd At the end of the year Mao published 
other article, 'More on the Historical Dispute of the Dio- 
j orship of Die Prolclariat'. Directed primarily against the 
Oficis, ihc article scorned Hungary as neither a dictatorship 
Or a democracy, maintained that the uprising could and should 
VC been prevented, and cautioned the Communist world to 
-e a lesson from the lamentable bungling that surrounded it. 
vvas Mao’s bid for ideological leadership. 

Doi ^ fonvardness made problems at home. Mao stirred the 
of dispute so energetically that an atmosphere of contro- 
Ky and contradiction grew around him Students and m- 
oMcctuals grew restive and started asking questions themselves. 
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Chapter Two 


It Anally happened on a free 2 ang Friday night two days after 
Christmas. Six weeks earher the pohce had told me I must re- 
main in or around the house until further notice; ever smce, I 
had been waiting for the other shoe to drop When it came 
down, the only sound it made was a soft, very pobte knockmg at 
the door. I was readmg in bed and my wife was already in a 
deep sleep. I jammed on my old shppers and shufSed over to 
the door 
“Yes, who is it?’ 

‘Lao * Chia, from the pohce precmct ’ 

Well, that was certainly friendly enough For a bnef, hopeful 
mstant, I felt a surge of optimism . Maybe it meant thmgs were 
going to be okay, I was, as the Chmese say, having illusions As 
1 swung the door open, a harsh rush of cold air hit me and I was 
hterally propelled backward into the room by Ave grim and very 
determmed visitors - three large cops in padded blue wmter um- 
fonns, each one bearmg a pistol, Chia, and a dour, expression- 
less woman from the Street Secunty Committee No one was 
being pohte now Their theatrical entrance and the stamp of 
their booted feet woke my wife, who looked up, squinted and 
asked what was the matter Stupid and panicked, all I could 
mumble was the usual ntuahstic ‘nothmg’ It was the under- 
statement of my hfe The tallest of the pohcemen planted him- 
self ceremomously m front of me and another stood by my 
side. The third sat gingerly on the edge of the bed Chia and the 
security woman, obviously enjoying her work, barred the door. 

*Lao IS Chinese for 'old* and it is commonly used, coupled to a person’s 
famdy name, as an amicable form of greeting between fnends or people 
with whom one is well acquamted It is used m much the same way as the 
Enghsh saymg 'old chap’ or the American ‘ol’ buddy’. 
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■What is your name?* 

'Fasqualim * 

He didn't like that. *What is your CSimese name?’ 

‘Bao Buo-wang ’ 

‘Yournationahty?’ 

‘French ’ 

That was all he needed for the moment Slowly and carefully 
he opened his briefcase, extracted a prmted card and unfolded 
It to show a photograph of myself stapled to one coiner Emm- 
ciating with studied clanty, he spoke the magic formula 

‘Bao Ruo-wang, known also under the origmal name of Pas- 
quahni, you have been discovered to have been engaged for a 
lengthy penod of time m vanous counterrevoludonary activi- 
ties and to have violated the laws of the People’s Republic of 
China I hereby announce your arrest in the name of the law. 
This IS the warrant for your arrest’ 

The word ‘arrest’ was a cue The cop at my side seized my 
wnsts With surprising force and the third bounded forward from 
the bed and snapped a paw of steel cuffs over them The tall one, 
t cry much the leader, thrust the warrant at me to sign, which I 
did, awkwardly 

‘And pot down thd time, too ’ He consulted his watch ‘Forty- 
se\ en minutes past nine ’ 

They f risked me and made a cursory check of my papers until 
they came upon my passport It went into the briefcase. 

'Take him away,’ the tall one ordered 


As they hustled me out, I caught one last glimpse of my wife 
She was tcmficd ‘Go, and learn your lessons well’’ she cried 
God, she had certainly learned her first lesson m a hurry But 
what else could she say under the circumstances’ In China one 
IS expected to react in a certain correct manner to every given 
situation Prison is not pnson, but a school for learmng about 
one s snisbkcs Vthat counts is not what a thing is, but what you 
tall it By being refractory, or failing to show the proper spirit, 
m> wife wuld base been imprisoned herself, for having know- 
injlvlned with and harboured a counterrevolutionary The two 
kids were still sleeping as the door closed 
It was in a black Russian Pobeda that I rode to my first ren- 




dezvous with prison, jammed in the back seat between two 
Sepos - Security Police There was no traffic whatever, and we 
sped easily past the Drum Tower, the back of the Winter Palace 
and finally into a small, twisting back road It was the entrance 
to the famous Tsao Lan Tsc Hulnng - Grass Mist Lane Prison 
Chinese havejthc most poetically named jails in the world 
Through a side door we swept into a wooden-floored reception 
office, where 1 was left with a surly young guard for my first 
farte of arbitrary authority and my first lesson in humihty. 

Squat* ’ he ordered. ‘Head down* ' 


To help me along he shoved my head roughly down until my 
•dun touched my chest Five minutes of tomblike silence, and 
then he whistled and made a gesture for me to stand. Meticu- 
lously he searched me again, taking papers, my ball pen and 
identity card He put it all in a httle heap, drew up the hst, which 
I signed - with his pen Once again, he invited me to squat I 
Mntemplated the floor until another guard appeared to trot me 
across the compound to an empty office where there was a chair 
tor him and a ridiculously tiny stool in the comer, as if meant 
tor an evil child For twenty minutes we sat in silence, the guard 
reading a hook - not Mao, I noticed The phone rang, he 
Sirinted a few umntelhgible answers, and we were off again, 
With me leading the way (the prisoner, I was learmng, alwajra 
sees first, for obvious reasons). What we came to was finally the 
thmg - a true prison block A fat httle warder with bulging 
ack eyes was already waiting for us. In tno we padded down 
a corndof hned with thick, look-ahke wooden doors Halfway 
cwn the row he stopped at one of them, pulled back the latch 
®’’£f®°fccfioveratme Wewentintogether 
The place was ht by a smgle twenty-five- waft bulb high in the 
ceiling, and I could make out a long row of men sleeping on a 
communal shelf-bed that ran along the entire back wall The 
Warder shook a prisoner awake and told him to make room for 
®c> somehow, heaving and pushing around him, he managed to 
®ake a httle clearing not more than a foot and a half wide The 
Warder turned and went out. I took a brief look at my surround- 
^8s lie cell was no more than eight feet deep and about twenty 
“ct Wide, and the shelf-bed took up all the space except for a 
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narrow walkway m the front Set in the whitewashed bnck walls 
were two small, barred windows with panes thickly frosted over, 
on the ledges underneath were two neat stacks of books, pam- 
phlets and newspapers A pair of tar-hned iron buckets sat in 
the far comer, one on top of the other The men sleeping in 
front of me appeared dishevelled but clean Each one lay on a 
pallethke mattress with a thin cotton quilt over him, a few had 
even placed coquettish httle pieces of cloth under their heads to 
keep the pillow clean 

The prisoner who had been awakened for me put a finger to 
his lips and motioned me to he down In my state of mind, I 
would have obeyed anyone I took off my shoes and clambered 
up onto the shelf As I was arranging myself, the warder sud- 
denly appeared again with a quilt He tossed it over me and 
went back out I lay starmg at the ceiling, too confused and 
depressed to sleep 

My wife, I knew, would be in for a rough time, but maybe 
she would be able to find a job What worried me most was the 
kids, who from now on would have to face their schoolmates 
with the stigma of a counteirevolutionary father My wife 
wouldn't be able to shield them from it mdefimtely It wouldn’t 
be easy 


I huddled miserably under the quilt as the north wmd swept 
past outside the wndow and the cell grew chilher The only heat 
uus from a warm stovepipe, which poked into the ceU over the 
door, crossed the room above our heads and then ran out the 
back iwU through a hole by the window Sleepless as I was. I sat 

darted thundenng nicely a chorus of angry shushings arose be- 
shumfd n. the rules I 

of a way to start my new hfe, 

befo7c“a wh!«f off-hKause it seemed only a minute 

lllncL tf ’' the comdor and 

UltoU asfon h '"“S on his feet 

mecL tf f t*"’® th® incredible 

euhtrend otth\ hV" ^ nicn stood at 

end of the bed and began folding paUets and quilts mto 
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neat, triaDgnlar stacks not unlike the napb’n?,in a Oiinese res- 
taurant. Another one crouched down, dragged a ^a^ terra- 
cotta basin from under the bed and began ladhng cold water 
into SIX enamel wash basins. While six prisoners were occupied 
washing their faces at the basins, four more brushed their teeth 
over the slops bucket in the far corner. At precisely the ngfat 
moment four of them changed places with four of the face 
washers and received a fresh scoop of water. The silence was 
total, except for the spittings and splashings. No one said a 
Word Not knowmg what part I was to take in this mechanism, 
I simply held my place by the bed and watched. 

After everyone had finished, the basins were emptied mto the 
slops bucket and the piss bucket, which two others m turn toted 
over to the door. My cellmates fell into a precise hne behind the 
buckets. Automatically, I joined them, not sure what the hne 
was for. We were eighteen m alL I should have guessed. We 
were making our mormng tnp to the latrine We marched 
silently out, down the corridor and out a side door, across a 
courtyard', into another bmiding facing ours, out again and 
onto a httle pathway that ran along the side of the prison’s high 
outside wall At the end of the path were two long cement 
trenches, very clean. Above the other end of the ditch rose a 
watchtower from which a Sepo stared blankly down at us, 
Kalashnikov hitched up his shoulder Poor bastard, if a bunch 
of prisoners shitting was the most mterestmg thing he had to 
look at, his hfe couldn’t be a very nch one Even out here the 
organization continued, and the two men with the riops buckets 
set briskly to cleamng them with httle pieces of broken bnck. 
We marched back to the cell, climbed up on the bed, sat cross- 
legged and began the meditation period in which we were to 
ponder our sms We were exactly like a flock of Buddhist monks. 

What’s your name? ’ 

I was startled from my thou^ts by the voice of the man next 
to me When I looked up, I noticed it was the same person 
whom the guard had awakened the night before He asked me 
if I knew what I had been arrested for. I wasn’t sure how to 
answer - 1 hadn’t learned the dnll yet. 

Tm not sure,’ I said. 
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He regarded me with immense calm, and in an avuncular 
voice said, Tou are a counterrevolutionary. AH of us are 
Otherwise we wouldn’t be here Do you know where you arc?’ 

Curious to see how much he could tell me, I pretended com- 
plete Ignorance There followed a perfect example of what was 
to become as famihar to me as the morning prayers when I was 
a student with the missionaries the admomtory discourse As 
always in Chma, where the prisoners reform the prisoners, his 
speech was heavily laced wi& rehgious imagery He must have 
known It by heart 

*This IS the Detention Centre of the Peking Bureau of Public 
Secunty It is at number 13 Tsao Lan Tse Hutung, West Oty 
Only counterrevolutionaries and pohtical offenders come here 
Some of us are here because of things we did before the Libera- 
tion These individuals are called Persons with a Counterrevolu- 
tionary Past Those who have been arrested for things they did 
smce the Liberation are called active counterrevolutionaries 
Some of us are both . . But whatever category we fit into, all of 
us have committed our crimes because we bad very bad 
thoughts ’ , 

He gave a sweeping glance around the cell to emphasize the 
totahty of his mdictment His voice was loud enough for the 
others to hear, but none of them showed any signs of participa- 
ton They probably knew the speech as well as he did 

"We must reform these thou^ts and become new men again. 
Twenty-four hours after your arrest you will be interrogated 
Step lively when they come for you Be quick and eager - you 
must not make the wardens wait for you. When you go outside, 
walk briskly, with your head bowed down Keep your eyes on 
the ^ound and don’t try to look forward or to the side, the 
guard will give you directions and tell you when to turn At the 
interrogation you have to confess your crimes without giving 
the government any trouble Be frank and sincere Your salva- 
tion hes in the attitude you adopt during the interrogation. 
Your interrogation haU will always be the same tor as long as 
you are here, so make sure you remember the number You wiU 
have to send all your written reports and confessions to that 
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As he continued I felt an old f amili ar emotion weUing up in 
me, compounded of confusion and anxiety, but also of a certain 
expectant excitement. It was exactly the same feeling as when I 
first went away to the mission schools - there were so many rou- 
tines to learn, so many pitfalls to avoid, such a great effort to be 
made in so many durections Already I was beg innin g to slip into 
the role of the weU-intentioned pupil, eager to reassure the mas- 
ters of his ^ood behaviour. 

‘Soon we’ll be havmg breakfast, or rather our morning meal. 
There are two meals a day, one at eight o’clock and the other at 
four m the afternoon Each one of us gets one vto'tou [a rough 
cornbread], a piece of salted vegetable and a bowl of com gruel. 
My name is Loo Teh-hng, and I am momtor of this cell Here 
we call each other either by our full names or tung-hao [cell- 
mate] We are all here for the same purpose: Facing the govern- 
ment we must reform ourselves together and learn from one 
another ’ I could almost hear him mentally capitalizmg the slo- 
8an. ‘If We are frank vnth the government, behave ounelves 
properly and observe the prison regulations faithfully, if we 
help the government in its work and correct our ideology by 
ridding ounelves of the bad thoughts m our beads, we shall be 
shown leniency.’ 

Carefully, he unfolded a httle shp of paper and handed it to 
me It was the keystone of his discourse. I looked dutifully (and 
ignorantly, smce at the tune I could speak, but not read Chinese) 
at the ideograms as he spoke them. ‘This is the pohcy of the 
government Lemency to those who confess, severity to those 
Who resist; expiation of comes through gaining merits; reward 
to those who have gained great merits ’ 

Loo took the paper back, slowly folded it and put it away in 
his shirt. His visage was serious, calm, relaxed, the very image 
uf a man who was pleased to have done his duty well Was that 
a product of brainwashing? I wondered. It was difficult to sort 
out As a Chinese I recognized the desire to perform well and 
display good faith and willingness It is a typical national charac- 
terisUc. But this man, and the others, too, apparently, seemed to 
feel a need to display a permanent zeal of fealty. And this, of 
eourse, is the simple and powerful gist of what is known as 
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btainwashmg: subnussion of your will to that of another. Once 
the act of submission has been obtained, it is not difficult to in- 
crease It from begnidgmg to enthusiastic - or even to fanatic It 
IS only a question of how powerful the authority is 1 hadn’t yet 
had any contact with the total pervasiveness of that authority, 
but I would very soon It didn’t take me long to submit, either. 

Breakfast time came around Two of the prisoners climbed 
down, brought two big earthen basins from under the bed, and 
stood by the door waitmg for file warder to open up. Someone 
else passed out bowls and wooden chopsticks, a few of the men 
pulled out httle private bags of salt When the breakfast detail 
returned I saw that jail was gomg to be a hungry place. The 
wo’tou bread was a meagre thing, not half as big as those I had 
been used to eatmg at home; it weighed no more than five 
ounces Each of us received only one shce of boiled turnip may- 
be half an inch thick It looked like a hydrox cookie And the 
com gruel was as watery as clear soup. Christ, I thought, if 
that’s how It’s going to be ..It was. 

^ After the meal Loo took me aside. He wasn't finished yet. 
'Some of (he cellmates have a criticism to make against you,’ he 
informed me 'Last mght you woke everyone up when yon got 
up to urinate You must learn to do things slowly and silently at 
night Take the cover off the bucket gently, urinate against the 
side of the bucket and not down the middle And pay attention 
to the floor’ 


I nodded. Loo turned to the others *The newcomer didn’t 
know the way we do things I have ei^lamed it to him and 
cnticized hun He has accepted your criticism with humihty. I 
suggest that We excuse him ’ ' 

1 was beginnmg to like this odd man more and more Beneath 
ms portentous manner he was human and generous He just 
happened to take his job as cell momtor very seriously. 

At mne o’clock a whistle blew m the comdor and everyone 
assem bed once again, Buddha position It was study 

“““TUpted by the latch clunking back. 

“tedme. 
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‘Bao Ruo-wangl’ he called I jumped down, slipped on my 
shoes and dashed outside. 1 hadn’t ei^eoted to be called so soon. 
It made me nervous. 

The big cop took me only as far as the warder’s desk, where 
he handed me over to a Sepo m a yellow-green padded umform 
As I approached he slowly drew a monstrous Browmng 45 
from his hip holster and with a flourish pulled back the shde to 
snap a round into the chamber I figured he was putting on a 
little show just for my benefit, but the assumption didn’t help 
any I was still scared as hell 

He told me to get moving and I rocketed out the double 
doors. Only I had forgotten about what Loo had told me about 
the posture 

‘Keep your head down > ’ he screamed 'Further 1 ’ 

What a situation I couldn’t see a damn thmg except my feet 
and the fioor. I hadn’t been locked up even twenty-four hours 
yet, and already this unknown man could make me walk into a 
wall if he wanted ' 

‘Left! Get a move on' Right i’ I trotted along, panting more 
from terror than exertion, bhndly doing as he said We moved 
out into a courtyard, and soon I was shivering from the cold as 
well We passed a long row of doors and I could hear shouts and 
threats from other interrogations Welcome to the club Left- 
right, left-right, out through another courtyard, and finally my 
man brought me up in front of a dark green door with a frosted 
pane set m the middle. A wooden plaque above read 41st 
Room’, 

'Report your arrival!’ I made a modest try, but it wasn t to 
the Sepo’s liking 'Again, and louderl’ This time I shouted, but 
my voice was strangely squeaky 
A quiet voice invited me to come in and I found myself in a 
Isrge, high-ceilinged room that could have been in a hospital . 
tile floor, whitewashed walls and fluorescent hghts Two desks 
at the back wall faced me, between them was a wooden locker 
and above, a large red star I didn’t see it until I left, but directly 
above me, peenng down at my back, was a colour poster of 
Mao Behind the desks sat two young men, both in the dark- 
blue flannel umforms standard for all party functionaries 
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Neither looked more than thirty One wore black leather army 
boots and fiddled with a gold Parker 51, that great status symbol 
of the Communist world, and it indicated that he was the more 
important of the two This, it turned out, was my interrogator 
His companion was the recorder His boots were only padded 
cotton 

The interrogator made a gesture toward a short stool in the 
centre of the room As 1 sat I noticed a piece of chalk placed 
carefully on the floor between the two front legs of the stool. 
The interrogator gazed contemplatively down at me and started 
from the beginmng 
•your name?’ 

‘Bao Ruo-wang’ 

•your original name?’ 

•Pasquahm ’ 

'Take that piece of chalk and write it on the floor m big 
letters ’ 


So that’s what it was for The routme contmued - address 
before airest, employment, nabonahty . . He went through the 
detail mechanically and with obvious boredom He showed no 
signs of animation until he reached the pomt where he could 
begin making speeches Interrogators are bom speech-makers 
^ow then Before we start, there are some thmgs I have to 
tell you The people m your ceH have probably told you the 
government s pohey toward those who are arrested for counter- 
rcvoluuonaty and pohtical activiUes Can you read Chinese?’ ' 

‘No.’ladnutted Despite the fact thatlU^aSrl 

the ** That came 

later - m the camps The interrogator pointed to the characters 
on a banner pinned to the wall This was th» ‘ 

whichhercadoffforme: ^ 


'Leniency to those who confess sever, t,, .t 
redemption to those who obtain merits m 
gain big merits: 

I noticed the slight differences between fh,s 

UotoldmeintheceffEwdenUyhehaddoneso^efr^brder" 


‘This is the gosemroent’s policy,’ the 
16 


interrogator contmued 



‘It IS the way to salvation for you. In front of you are two paths 
the one of confessing everything and obeying the government, 
which will lead you to a new hfe, the other of resisting the 
orders of the government and stubbornly remairung the people s 
enemy right to the very end This path will lead to the worst 
possible consequences It is up to you to make the choice The 
sooner you confess your crimes, the sooner you will go home 
The better your confession, the quicker you will rejoin your 
wife and children 

‘You need not worry about your family The government will 
look after them You are the guilty one, not they The famflies 
of counterrevolutionaries are not discriminated against m any 
manner If they are in difficulties, the government is there to 
help them So set your heart at ease and confess your crimes 
thoroughly If you behave properly, we might recommend you 
for lemency when the time comes for that But if you show 
yourself to be stubborn and a die-hard imperiahst without an 
ounce of regret, then the outcome is too frightful to contem- 
plate Do you understand me?’ 

I nodded I was, m fact, very reheved by what he said about 
the government taking care of my family It was good news at 
the time Only later I learned that it was a he - when I was m 
the camps, my wife and children were hungner than I was 

‘There are two types of confessions. We call them Toothpaste 
and Water Tap The Toothpaste pnsoner needs to be squeezed 
every now and then, or else he forgets to keep confessing The 
Water Tap man needs one good, hard twist before he starts, but 
then everything comes out Yon are a reasonable person, an 
intelhgent person I don’t think we need to resort to persuasion 
Do you understand me? ’ 

Silence I nodded again and waited for him to go on. 

‘Good So we’ll begin Do you know why you were brought 
here?’ 

I made my first mistake ‘When I was arrested they told me 
that I was a counterrevolutionary ’ 

My interrogator leaned forward in his chair angifiy. 

'Told that you are a counterrevolutionary? You otc a 
counterrevolutionary! You are a spy of the impenahsts No 
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one tdls you - it is a feet 1 You wdl have to be frank with ns or 
things will go badly for you SpeakI’ 

I suppose It must have been the arrogance of his manner that 
briefly raised what was left of my hackles I hadn’t been inside 
long enough to realize that a prisoner has no defences, no justi- 
fication whatever I committed the presumption of answenng 
back For the last time m China, I was a wise guy. 

‘How can I be a counterrevolutionary,’ I asked, ‘if I am not 
Chinese?’ 

He stared at me, dumbfounded for a tiny moment, then ec- 
ploded in unfeigned rage 

‘How dare you ask us questions? Your activities have 
brought damage to the revolution and have caused great losses 
to the government You are a counterrevolutionary through 
and through All your hfe you have engaged m acUvities against 
the Communist Party and agamst the people We have proof of 
it - plenty of proof ’ 

He calmed bunseU qmckly ‘Now we are going to start agam 
from the beginning You wdl tell us your history properly.’ 

‘Where shall I begm?' 

‘Before the LiberaUon, when you started worfcmg for the 
American imperialists ’ 


I began the long list, from the Marines, the Signal Corps, the 
Associated Press, but the interrogator was showing mcreasing 
signs of impatient discomfort He broke m 
‘We arc not asking for your biography We know where you 
have been working We have records for that What we want is 


a confession of your crimes You are giving us all these details 
but nothing about your crimes against the people Do you real- 
ize what you arc? You are an agent of the impenahsts and a 
lojul running dog of the Americans Tell us all the dirty work 
you did for them We have complete records in our files and 
wc have formal accusations from people you victimized in the 
past Tell us about your duUes as interpreter for the Marine 
Military Police Was interpretation the only work you did?’ 

It wus easy to see what he was getting at It was aim easy to 
sec I was in trouble No matter how much I might try to mini- 
mire my role as interpreter. 1 couldn’t avoid p.hng incrmuna- 
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tions on my head. The Communists had always regarded the 
imhtary police as an organization of repression against the 
Chinese people and as an mteUigence-gathermg agency I had 
not only accepted their pay and their orders, but had quite 
willingly worked in the middle of all their activities - some of 
which were painful I had been along on raids against black- 
market rings, confiscations, all sorts of vice-squad dealings, in- 
terrogations of civihans I was well known There were plenty 
of black marketeers, mght club operators, punps, whores and 
God knows what other characters who could have poured out 
their meretricious tales of suffering under the Americans, once 
the Communists were in power and puntanism became the call 
of the day I began talking about the Marines and went on until 
half past noon, when he ordered me to stop and called for a 
guard to return me to the cell 
‘How did It go? ’ Loo asked me 
‘Well, I don’t know They told me I’d be called again.’ 

‘Of course you’ll be called again ’ Loo spoke with the amused 
indulgence of a schoolmaster ‘Perhaps dozens of times That is 
what we are here for - to be interrogated Interrogation is a 
good thing It IS the solution of our problems and the settlement 
of our cases The sooner we end the interrogations by being 
open and frank, the sooner we will leave here You must make 
efforts to leave as soon as possible ’ 

That was something he didn’t have to tell me tsvice Loo was 
a very unsettling person, though I was really liking him a lot by 
now, but It mystified me why in hell he talked like a Communist 
functionary. Tliat was something that w ould be cleared up for 
tne in time, step by step My interrogation, it turned out, was to 
last a full fifteen months, at the end of which I, too, was speak- 
ing like Loo And I was begging to be sent awaj to a labour 
nsnip. Life is strange, but the human mind stranger. 

It doesn't take a prisoner long to lose liis self-confidence 
Over the years Mao’s police have perfected their intcrroption 
methods to suchafmc point thatlssoulddefs an) man Chinese 
or not. to hold out against them Tlicir aim is not sn much to 
niakc )ou invent nonexistent crimes, but to make >011 rcctpl 
>our ordinav)' life, as )ou led it, as rotten and sinful .•■nd 



of punishment, smce it did not concoM with their own, the 
pohce’s, conception of how a life should be led The basis of 
their success is despair, the prisoner’s perception that he is 
utterly and hopelessly and forever at the mercy of his jailers 
He has no defence, since his arrest is absolute and unquestion- 
able proof of his guilt (Dunng my years m prison I knew of a 
man who was in fact arrested by mistake - right name but 
wrong man After a few months he had confessed all the crimes 
of the other When the rmstake was discovered, the prison au- 
thorities had a terrible time persuading him to go back home 
He felt too guilty for that ) The prisoner has no trial, only a 
well-rehearsed ceremony that lasts perhaps half an hour, no' 
consultation with lawyers, no appeal m the Western sense I say 
in the Western sense because there actually is a possible appeal, 
but It IS such a splendidly twisted, iromc caricature' that it is 
worthy of the best talents of Kafka, OrweU or Joseph Heller. 
We shall see that later 


Very soon I realized that I could expect no help from any 
quarter My wife was petrified with fear, poor and in danger of 
being locked up herself At the time France had no diplomatic 
relations with People’s China and the Qnar d’Orsay certainly 
wasnt prepared to make any trouble over me 1 was nothing 
h happened to be holding a French 

^ on® 

going to war over my ear 

eet all this businras 
A I was caUed for a second 

intereogation Again, I was taken aback and unnerved Why 
another jscMion at 8 pm 7 Everyone had indicated that they 
always took a few extra days to diaest rt.. , , , * 

first session The only explanation Sdtr ^ 

put that morning had been completely "’j '’u 

they were planning to to- agZ 
right I was It was pitch dark when a coni 
but w ith the same fat pistol - led me awa 
passagewajs and corridors My apDrehen«*^'^°'*®*’ 
crossed the big courtyard in silence 

fncndly sight when we came upon the wwn/ 

nc green door marked *41st* 
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I barked out my name and trotted in, head down, aiming crab- 
bke for the stool m the comer. 

'Don’t sit down ’ It was the interrogator who spoke 'We’re 
going somewhere else this time.’ 

1 stood studying the floor for another five minutes before 
another Sepo came m We trooped out en masse This time I 
had the privilege of four guards and four big pistols We pushed 
bravely off into the mght, me blindly leading the way as always, 
left-right, left-right We came up before a huge, three-storey 
structure that I took to be some kind of admimstration build- 
ing, then inside and across a big, sparsely furmshed meeting 
hall I found myself at the head of a flight of red brick steps, ht 
dimly and twisting steeply downward, Down I went, boots 
creaking behind me An iron gate stopped us, but one of the 
guards came forward with a key I could make out another set 
of steps, even darker, plunging into the penumbra The walls 
were closer, too, barely the width of my shoulders With each 
step the am seemed to grow damper, warmer and more sickly I 
felt as if I were walking mto a plague. My mouth was dry. I 
Was scared as hell. At the end of it all was a wooden door 
sheathed in iron. 

‘Saogao<’ someone ordered behind me 'Report'* 

I shouted out my name and the door flew open Two men in 
blue padded umforms were there to jerk me inside and at the 
same time lock my arms behind me There were ten more little 
steps down, then an opening and then - I found mj'sclf in a 
torture chamber. 

I don’t think a person screams when he is terrified The first 
instinct IS to freeze up It’s not possible, I thought, it’s not pos- 
sible, but there was a tiger bench before me, just as bright as life 
I contemplated it numbly and felt cold A tiger bench is a 
simple device, really, just a sort of articulated bo.ard The client 
IS tied firmly in several places, and then the bench can be raised 
m many different and interesting ways Eventual]) it is the hip 
bones that crack first, I have been told Next to the bench we-e 
Water and towels, indispensable accessories for that gre,tt cbsv.c. 
file water torture The towel goes over the pnsoncr's free and 
file water is poured genti) on it The man suffoc.ncs or dro .\ ns 
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It u a handy little torture, because it is hght and portable. It is 
a technique that was much in vogue dunng the war m Vietnam. 

I looked around and saw bamboo sphnters and hammers, and 
even a set of chains heating over a coal fire I think I would 
have sunk to the floor if the two cops weren't supporting me by 
my arms His face a stone mask, the interrogator stepped up 
before me The faithful scribe followed, notebook in hand And 
finally, after a long theatrical pause, I discovered the truth of 
thisroutme 

‘This IS a museum,’ he said ‘Don’t be afraid We wanted you 
to have a look at this place so you could see how the NationaUst 
reactionaries used to question then prisoners Now we are hving 
in a different era We are in a socialist society, under the humane 
regime of Chairman Mao and the Chmese Communist Party. 
We do not use such erode and inhumane methods People who 
resort to torture do so only because they are weaker than their 
victims We, on the other hand, are stronger than you We are 
certain of our superiority And the methods we use are a hun- 
dred times more effiaent than this * 

He looked over the room with disdain, looked back at me for 
a long moment, then ordered the guard ‘Take him away ’ 

Long Ltve Chairman Mao, I thought as I shuffled out From 
that moment on, my interrogations started going smoothly 

The next time I saw the interrogator he had a bit of psycho- 
pohtical explaimng for me 

You see, Bao, the reason you became frightened when you , 
saw our museum the other mght was that your mind has been 
poisoned by imperialist propaganda What we showed you was 
just our way of letung you know that it is only the criminal 
^ang Kai-shek regime that ever used torture Now that yon 
have iMmed the lesson you wiU see that the only way for you is 
to confess It saves so much tune for you and me And there are 
so many advantages 


“What do you want me to confess?’ 

^hat to confess If 

we did, 1 would be an accusation and not a confession Don’t 
you sre that we are pving you a chance? We already know 

everythmgabout you, Bao Wewant you to confess onlyto give 
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yea the opportunity to obtain some leniency. If what you tell ns 
tallies with what we already know, then I can give you my word 
that you will be lemently treated But if you tell us only five or 
ten per cent, then you’ll never go home ’ 

“Where do I begm?’ 

There are many ways. Some people prefer to stkrt with the 
most important things and then work then way down to the 
details. But most are the opposite - th^ start with the tnfles 
and httle by httle work their way up to what is really important 
You might say they try to save the best part for the last. That’s 
all right with us. We toow we will get it eventually. And then 
there are some people who suffer from loss of memory and can 
only talk about the most recent tfamgs; they don’t seem to like 
to talk about their past It’s all up to you, Bao. We have lots of 
hme. Only one thing. Don’t try to make fools of us, 1 can 
promise you it won’t work ’ 

I began the story of my hfe, from age eight onward. The 
interrogator hardly interrupted agam and listened with com- 
plete attention The scribe took it down in Chinese characters 
with admirable speed and precision. That session lasted six 
hours in all. As the sessions continued the gaps between them 
gradually grew larger and larger. I had plenty of tune to think, 
to observe my new home and to shp into its routine. 

Our httle world of Grass Mist Lane was so poetically named, 

I learned, because there had once been a Buddhist monastery 
On the spot, razed by the Nationalists to make way for the 
prison. The great, square compound was itself chvided into four 
smaller squares or subcompounds, each with its own courtyard. 
They were called, naturally enough, the South, East, West and 
New compounds. The whole thmg was surrounded by a bnck- 
and-plaster wall about twenty feet hi^, topped by the inevit- 
®ble electafied barbed wire. Each compound was divided into 
blocks and each block into cells and offices, storerooms and so 
on The ceDs varied m size. In Block A of the West Compound, 
Where 1 spent my entire interrogation, the cells were designed 
for twenty men The floors were concrete, the bars on the win- 
dows, stout wood, and the windowpanes were covered on the 
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outside, to Mock the view and make the feeling of isolation 
complete 

From the first time I saw it I was amazed by the organization 
of hfe m Grass Mist Lane Every one of us had a certain house- 
keepmg job to carry out, and a time for it. Our existence was 
governed by a routine as fixed and unvarying as the seasons. 
Confessions and mterrogations occupied five days of the week, 
with Sunday free for pobtical study and meditation and Tues- 
day for cleanup Two cellmates would scrub the floor then, 
while the rest of us remained on the communal bed and cleaned 
windows, curtains and walls, or else mended clothing Another 
detail would take the cotton quilts to the courtyard to be 
sunned If some of us had ripped or worn through quilt, pallet 
or jacket, the cell leader could request needle and thread 
Tuesday was also the day for shaving and nail tnmming, both 
jobs performed with the same hltle pair of nail chppers It took 
me an hour to take off my beard with the chpper, whisker by 
whisker, but when I was done it was as close a shave as if I had 
done It with anything as potentially dangerous and forbidden 
as a razor Each ceU kept a httle box for toenail panngs, 
passed around from man to man as he smpped hunself At the 
end of every month the warder collected the boxes and turned 
them over to the central prison authority for sale to the outside 
Mixed with other equally exotic ingredients, the toenails were 
used m traditional Chinese medicine I never did know what 
they were supposed to cure, but it was enough that they paid us 
a movie every four months - a dreary propaganda movie, to be 
sure (there are no others in Chma), but it was still a break from 
the routine 

Like everything else, there was a certam accepted form for 
requesting the instruments we needed Loo would stand by the 
door at a certain time of the morning and wait for the warder 
to pass When the spy window flew open he would chant out the 
formula 

‘Cell Number 14 reporting. We would be grateful to have 
four clippers, two big needles for quilts, six small needles, 
twenty white threads and forty black ones ’ 

When the slot opened again, the requested gear would be 
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shoved throng, each clipper wilh a tag dangling from it, fol- 
lowed by the ndedles and the bits of thread, each one about a 
yard long Every chpper and needle had to be returned by night- 
fall If anything was missing, no one could sleep untd it had been 
located If a needle had been broken, both pieces had to be 
returned, prisoners had been known to commit smcide by 
swallowing needles. This care to keep any potential weapons 
from us was reflected everywhere. The big bed of course con- 
tained no nails or screws but was constructed like a set of 
blocks; it could be dismantled m a moment A doth toothbrush 
holder, like an ammumtion bandolier, hung on the back wall 
With a homemade calendar next to it For free time, such as 
there was of it each cell also had one deck of Chinese cards, a 
box of checkers, two penholders and a bottle of ink. Paper, of 
course, had to be requested, as did the mb to be attached to the 
penholder. 

Every second Tuesday was bath day. The bathmg area was 
a walk-m swnnming pool of rough cement in the nract buildmg, 
®nd It serviced about a thousand men each tune it was filled 
For the bath, eveiything depended on the luck of the draw. If 
our cell happened to be called early, it could be a healthy and 
even pleasant expenence. But if we went toward the end it 
was nothmg short of revoltmg to wade through the grey, greasy 
water up to our chests. We left dutier than when we went 
/in, 

After a man had been in prison for ten days his family had 
the nght to send him one quilt, one cotton mattress, a basin, a 
toothbrush, toothpaste, some soap, a towel and one change of 
clothes If the man had no family, or if it were too poor, the 
sovernment would issue him one white coat, one mattress, a 
blue enamd basm (theoretically to be returned at the end of his 
sentence), a piece of Sunlight brand soap, a wooden-handled, 
Pinfc-bnstled toothbrush (Lion brand), a coarse towel two feet 
iung fay one foot wide, and one greyish sheet of todet paper 
ubout the size of a newspaper folded out In winter he would 
set an old army uniform of padded cotton 

About once a month the barber, a freed worker, would make 
the rounds of the cells. For each one of us he would pass the 
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hand chppers first around the head and then a couple of times 
over the face in Qie guise of a shave 
And then there was food - the single greatest joy, chagnn 
and motivating force m the entire prison system I had the bad 
luck to go to Grass Mist Lane only one month after rationing 
had been mtroduced as a formal part of the mterrogation pro- 
cess No greater weapon exists for mducmg cooperation The 
distressing thin, watery com gruel, the hard httle loaves of 
wo’tou and the shver of vegetable became the centre of our Uves 
and the focus of our deepest attenuons As ratiomog continued 
and we grew thinner, we learned to eat each morsel with infinite 
attention, makmg it last as long as possible Rumours and des- , 
perate fantasies cu-culated about how well the prisoners ate m 
the camps These, I learned later, were often plants sent in by 
the interrogators to encourage confessions After a year of this 
diet I was prepared to admit virtually anything to get more 
food 

The starvation was adrmrably studied - enough to keep us 
aUve but never enough to let us forget our hunger During 
my fifteen months m the interrogation centre, I ate rice only 
once and meat never Six months after my arrest my stomach 
was enUrely caved in and I began to have the characteristic 
bruised joints that came from simple body contact with the 
communal bed The skin on my ass hung loose like the dugs of 
an old woman Vision became unclear and I lost my power of 
concentration I reached a sort of record point of vitaimn de- 
ficiency when I was finally able to snap off my toenails without 
even using the clipper My skin rubbed off m a dusty film My 
hair began falling out It tvas miserable 
•Life here didn’t use to be so bad,’ Loo told me ‘We used to 
have a meal of ncc every fifteen days, steamed white bread at 
the end of every month and some meat on the big holidays like 
the New Year, May first and October firet It was all right ’ 
What changed it all was that some people’s delegaUon came 
to inspect the place dunng the Hundred Rowers period They 
were horrified to see pnsoners eating enough It was intolerable, 
they concluded, that these counterrevolutionaries - the scum 
of society and the enemies of the people - should have a stand- 
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ard of li^dng higher than many peasants. From November 1957 
on there was no more rice or meat or wheat flour for prisoners 
on festive occasions. 

Food obsessed us so completely that we were insane, in a 
way We were ready for anything. It was the perfect climate for 
interrogations Every one of us began beggmg to be sent to the 
oamps. No one left Grass Mist Lane without specifically re- 
questing It m writing. There was even a form for it : ‘Please give 
me the authorization to show repentance for my sms by work- 
ing m the camps.’ 

Later, no matter how unbearable conditions became in the 
camps, every warder could truthfully tell us we were there only 
because we had asked for it. 



Chapter Three 


1 The instructions of the government must be obeyed m aB things 

2 All conversations withm the cell must be conducted in a normal 
voice and withm the hearing of at least two or three other per^ 
sons Conversations m a foreign or secret language are strictly 
forbidden 

3 The exchange or lending of objects between pnsoners is stnctly 
forbidden Exceptions, however, can be made upon the approval 
and permission of the warder 

4 Pnsoners are not permitted to seek sympathy among them- 
selves, nor are they allowed to shelter cnminal activities Mutual 
surveillance must be practised at all times and reliance upon the 
government should be cultivated. 

5 Pnsoners may make requests of the government either by wntmg 
or oraUy, m the latter case the prisoner must stand three metres 
away from the warder he is addr^uig 

6 It must be remembered that good behaviour dunng the period of 
mterrogatiou wiU be taken mto account when one's case comes 
to be dealt with 


The rules governing my new existence were printed on a little 
card pinned to the wall, and as the we^ slipped past I gradually 
grew accustomed to the environment and CeU 14 became my 
world and my home In the very beginmng, not more than five 
days after my arrival, Loo and file others introduced me to my 
first Weekly Examination of Conscience, m which every one of 
us promised to be good-natured with fellow-pnsoners, co- 
operative with the interrogators and rehant on the government 
Loo ended it with another lecture and then opened the conver- 
sation about the work assignments There were jobs for every- 
one in the cell, but before any one of them was taken it had to 
be discussed, analysed, volunteered for At the end of our 
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consdtationlfomdmyselfafloor sweeper 

that the prisoner who had been cleaning the _ 
manifestly the most nnexalted and repulsive job & a 
volunteered enthusiastically to continue. My s^ . 

that I knew nothing yet of prison psycholo^ . 
trying to be -progressive’ and give evidence that he was on the 

roadtoseif-reform. ^nistnadre 

Shang was his name, and he had been » ^ 

but he had made the common ^te a 

dtmg the Hundred Flowers. Tb& fonner ^ -nioeinlmedby 
special breed wherever I met them in the 
their years with the party, they were mo P 
ready to give the example and explain , 

of the official hne. But in spite of their «»dy “Jmssm * 
goyemment. they always bore the people. It im- 

were locked up with us they were BneimK of t^ P 
posed on them a strange, sad dualism th^ must ta 
to live with. Withal, they were good 
prisoners. Never did I know a former Comm 
former or denounce a cellmate. a. oard- 

Sfaang was always trying harder. One ay ^ pjgpaged 
board cover for the unne bucket and to ’ ^th a 

to scrounge a bit of old doth, he covered wnttea 

tapestry-to efiect. Loo was pleased, and giwe to a wnnen 

citation for his concern for ttie coimito w • ^ ^ 

versation; at aU times, even m casual ^ ^ 5^. 

ensure our ideologcal soundness, and wh ^ 

defatigably launched us into group “ ^"Se to 

guiding mL principles. Everyto® ^ ~ sex- 

mmd wander - home, food, sports, hobbi ' 

was absolutdy prohibited, ‘^®“’“®,*®3}iEslosan,anditwas 
study together and watch each other , w ^^’mtion was 

I wntten everywhere around the ^ enfeebled 

I hardly necessary, though; we were ^ ^ jie^e 

f by bunger to even think about skc. Any 

i preferred an extra wo’tou to a woman. . outside for 

! Por half an hour every day we were 



exercise, and we ran in tight little circles in fte narrow open- 
ing between the cell buildings and the mam wall, behind which 
we could often hear the squeals and laughter from the children's 
school, which lay just on the other side The order in which we 
Imed up and ran ngorously followed our sleeping arrangement 
on the bed, it was imperative for the guards to be able to 
identify any prisoner by sunply lookmg down at the cell chart 
he earned with him 

It was dunng these exercises that I first noticed a squat Japan- 
ese with a shaven head who perpetually busied himself in the 
pnson yard, mumbhng to himself He was a war criminal, 
Shang told me, an ex-sergeant m the impenal mihtary police 
who had been arrested by flie Nahonahsts and thrown into 
Grass Mist Lane When the Communists arrived they simply 
confirmed his life sentence Over the years he had become a sort 
of general-puipose orderly, notably in charge of cleamng out 
the trench latnnes, which were remarkably neat Like the war- 
ders, he had his own cell and complete freedom of movement — 
hut of course he never left the prison. 

Another of the permanent fixtures was the prison doctor, a 
tall white-haired scholarly type, who apparently had been 
around Grass Mist Lane for at least twenty years. Even though 
he was a civilian he wore the blue uniform and cap of the cadres 
and everyone called him Officer Wang. Like the Japanese 
orderly, he was directly inherited from the Kuommtang and he 
had managed the transition to the new ideology so effortlessly 
that he became one of the best agitprops I ever met 

Wang had a good heart, but when a prisoner came to him 
with a physical complamt, he almost always responded with a 
speech, parable or object lesson What the Chinese create by 
talking alone is truly wondrous Study, he told us Study what 
the government tells yon or you will sbp back and never learn 
Study because m the camps you won’t have the tune for it 
anymore 

That was an exaggeration la the camps we studied, too, but 
It was here m the mterrogation centre that we learned its im- 
portance The studies brought home to the prisoner the govern- 
ment pomt of view, explained to him why he had been arrested 
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and why it was just to have been arrested and why he must at ' 
all times continue striving to please the government Every cell 
had Its daily session, and every man had to participate. 

The most ordinary session would be an extract from the 
People’s Daily, read by the cell leader and then commented on 
by all the cellmates. One of the prisoners, appointed cell clerk, 
would note each man’s words and then make up the r&ium6s 
that would be placed in the individual dossiers. If a prisoner 
says something unusual or criminal, his words enter the dossier 
in full and later he pays : a stretch of solitary, years added to 
his sentence or perhaps a Struggle. The Stniggje is a great 
Chinese invention. We shall come to that presently. Realizing 
the consequences his words can bring, the prisoner quickly 
learns to talk in noncommittal slogans. The danger to this, of 
eourse, is that he might end by thinking m slogans. Most do. 
Generally it takes the reahties of camp life to pull hnn out of it. 

Whenever an event of special importance occurred, the ordm- 
ary study sessions were replaced hy ad hoc meetmgs designed to 
present the government’s interpretation of that event. In 1958, 
for example, the American landing in Lebanon was considered 
of such great importance that all mterrogations were stopped in 
favour of pnson-wide study sessions. It was the same with the 
Formosa Straits crisis and the time the Nationalists shot down 
a Chinese plane with one of their newly acquired Sidewinder 
missiles The sessions concluded the Amencans were exportmg 
inhuman weapons. We had other meetings to learn about the 
Febple’s Communes Movement, the General Lme and the Great 
keap Forward The Three Red Banners, they were called. 

The first such special session I eiqjerienced concerned Mao’s 
pamphlet ‘On the Correct Han dlin g of the Contradictions 
Among the People’, I will try to re-create it at some length - 
Verbosity, slogamzmg and all - for it is absolutely typical of 
China (study sessions happen everywhere, on the outside as well 
as in prisons) and a certam knowledge of this process is essential 
for anyone who would like to understand the post-revolutionary 
Chinese mentality. 

The study sessions always began in the afternoon; when the 
“herrogaUons had finnhfji and a calm had settled over the 
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prison. We congregated in the cell and sat cross-legged on the 
big bed around Loo. 

•Now listen carefully,' he warned, ‘because afterwards every- 
one will have to speak. There will be no exceptions ’ 

Loo read a passage about a page long Like the famous Red 
Book of selected quotations, this pamphlet is divided into small, 
readily digestible portions. Loo slowly read the passage, then 
put the book down and looked around 

"Now IS everything dear? Have 1 read it too fast?’ There 
were no comments or complaints. 'Good. Now let’s meditate 
for a few mmutes.’ After a long silence he cleared his throat 
(even that he managed to do ceremomously) and continued with 
one final consideration, ‘Before we start our discussion I will 
explam a few things for those who are on a lower cultural level ’ 

This sort of plam talk is not considered an insult in China. 
Some of the pnsoneis were barely educated peasants and no 
one took with iH grace Loo’s statement of fact. And he bad a 
second purpose In the past some prisoners had tried to use 
their cultural backwardness as an excuse not to study. Loo had 
clear instructions to let no one off the hooL He shpped easily 
mto his practised presentabon style. 

First of all, what we read today was a famous work by Chair- 
man Mao It IS a report he made during the Hundred Howers, 
This work is now being used to settle all the differences and mis- 
understandings among the people. It is the basis of the rectifica- 
tion of the party and for the struggle against the bourgeois and 
nghhst elements 

There are two kmds of contradictions — those withm the 
people and those between the people and the enemy. The contra- 
dictions among the people consist of errors which are not usu- 
ally so serious The second kind is more dangerous. These are 
not just errors or mistakes, but cranes Sms. Disagreement over 
policy Counteirevoluhonary activities Wilful acts against the 
state The first fcmd can be corrected among the people them- 
selves, by discussions and patent explanation, but the second 
cannot be solved that way 

As far as we prisoners are concerned, we have been given 
the time to acknowledge our cranes and to show our remorse; 
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we will make a dean breast of cvcrylhing. Each one of us has 
been given a tremendous opportunity. If we reject that oppor- 
tunity, it only means that w e still want to rebel Tliat we remain 
at odds witli the people If we persist in our erroneous ways, we 
become targets for the dictatorship of the proletariat We were 
given die chance to talk but ss’e didn't, So our errors, which 
could base been solved easily and quickly, become only more 
grave. If we distrust the government, the government can only 
distrust us And that is why we are here ’ 

Loo's c.alm rhetoric was tremendously persuasive for a cellful 
of dejected and hopeless men who knew they were utterly de- 
pendent on a bureaucratic judgement to decide their fates. 
Es’ery day the prisoner was taught to believe that it was not 
judicial process, evidence and courtroom contradiction that 
would mitigate his future sentence, but rather his manner - the 
way he behaved Our rclatidhship with the state was that of 
child parent, rather than adult-adult as traditional in Western 
jurisprudence. TIic child must put his enUre trust in the parent 
because he has no other choice. 

‘All right, now,' he continued, 'let’s get started with the dis- 
cussion It is very important for us to understand bow this 
discussion can help us In spite of our dishonesty and insmcerity, 
*bc government is giving us a chance to redeem ourselves and 
realize the errors of our ways ’ 

Loo motioned to a thick-set, fiftyish man at the far end of the 
bed, a peasant named Wu who was in for agricultural counter- 
revolutionary activities He was part of the second wave of 
farmers to be attacked by the new order First, of course, were 
Ibe landlords, who were dealt with immediately - and harshly - 
after the revolution Wu had owned land, but fanned it entirely 
With his own family, exploited no workers, imnded fcs own 
business, bothered no one and, so far as he knew, committed no 
wmes Slowly, though, he had turned into the classic case of the 
obstacle to progress: He had refused to join the Cooperative 

Movement 

‘I was arrested,’ Wu shid, ‘because some guy accused me of 
obstructing the Cooperative Movement They say I was a 
' hurdle. But before that, when the Communists came, they told 
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US that the farmers were free to do as they hked. No one would 
he forced to join the Cooperatwe Movement, they said. So what / 
am I supposed to think when they accuse me of not joimng? 

It was supposed to be all right to work for myself ’ 

Wu still hadn’t learned to be repentant, but this very session 
was to set bun on the road As imruffled as ever. Loo asked hun 
if be had anytiung more to say, Wu shook his head and Loo 
asked the rest of us to comment The htany began. 

‘Wu IS lookmg down on the workers,’ someone piped up. 

‘Wu has bad ideas,’ barked out another cellmate with all the 
rectitude of a girls’ school monitor. ‘We have to help him realize 
this so he can make a good confession. We don’t want to see 
hun shot or given a hfe sentence We've got to try to help Wu 
out of the goodness of our hearts ’ 

As each man raised his hand Loo nodded and the accusations 
flew out, one after the other Each prisoner’s participation was 
meant both to help the guilty cellmate and to gam a personal 
expiatory enthusiasm And srfiat the hell - these sorts of com- 
ments looked good in the dossier, of which each one of us was 
painfully aware. We went on. 

‘Wu wanted to be somethmg speoal’ 

‘He was throwing a monkey wrench into the Cooperative 
Movement.’ I 

Anyone who doesn’t join the Cooperative Movement is 
against it, and if you are against the Cooperative Movement 
you arc against the government’ 

'The government gives us good advice, like a parent telhng a 
child not to steal But Wu doesn’t care about the rest He just 
wanted to make a fortune for himself.’ 

Wu docsn t have a place in our society Certain landlords 
must be clumnated and he is one of them Lenin taught us that’ 

It was probably the half-knowledgeable reference to Lenin 
that persuaded Shu Li to break into the talk ‘Let’s not be so 
drastic there,’ he said ‘Let's look at it from another angle ’ 

Like Shang, Shu had been m the government, as an econo- 
mist in Shansi, and he also came to his downfall dnnngthe Hun- 
dred Floucrs An innovator.bc hadconceived a sehemetoreward 
individual higher production with bonuses, but this got b'm into 
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trouble during the RecUfication Campaign. He WM J ® 
charged with materialist molestation. He m mWom« 
now. thm and ascetic but speaking with aU tte authority of a 
professor who had spent years studying Party- 
•Let's look at it from another side of Wu’s story. He says he 
was not obstructing the Cooperative Movemen . 
wasn’t in anyone’s way. All ri^L He is un er 
that a man who works hard deserves more m 
keep in mind Wu’s background when 
He is a rich peasant; and being a peasant, he loves to w^oit to 
land for himself. It is m his blood It is passed on to to r^M 
from his ancestors. He doesn’t want to share ^ . 

others, but if the others were to put in even 

does, ton he’d be willing to shwc government 

What we have to do is convince Wu that what tti g 

of pieces of land are being joined together. 

40-acre plots, we have hundreds ^ jj^ve ten 

So what happens if right in the middle o J ^ 
acres owned by a private farmer? If to rw ^i ^ 

and he wants to plant com, he disrupts to en siround 

can’t plough through his fields, so they hwe thoughts 

them And then maybe he will give to others s 
about having joined the movement and s the 

others He is a bad example. But to mrat imp ujjnself , 

CooperaUveMovement was decreed by ChimMaohiTOKit. 

soWuwasifisobeyingthedirecnvesofMao <1? that is 

Shu was getting hot now, ready to make his pomt. 
reaUy the i^eXu I am afraid I have to agree with our ceU 

mates that he has no place m our societj^ 

As far as pure demagoguery “"LTnist. 

argument stronger than that one, ^ jcnew 

even fallen, he really did want to convmce . 

there was a way. „,,ch food 

‘Classmate Wu,’ he asked, solicitous now, 
did you have in to days before LiberaUon? What was your 

yearly yield?’ 
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‘Abont 250 kHos a head,’ Wn answered respectfully. ‘Not 
countmg the husks' 

‘And what is it now? I mean, what was it when you were 
arrested?' 

‘About 320 ’ 

‘How IS It that you get 70 kilos more?’ 

‘There are less losses now. Irrigation was bad then, and we 
used to berobbed by the soldiers ’ 

Everything was falling mto place, as Shu knew it would. 
*Don’t the soldiers come and ask for food now?' 

“Why, no, of course not ' Wu seemed almost indignant that 
there could he such a suggestion ‘The people from the Pro- 
visional Army don't do that sort of tiung.’ 

‘And how is the irrigation now?’ 

*¥00 know we had the Imgation Movement m 1953 That 
improved things ' 

So mstead of being grateful to the Communist Party for 
improving things you try to throw a monkey wrench mto their 
system Do you see what a bastard you’ve been?' 

Loo cut in, and his voice was tinged with anger. He had to 
nwimd Shu of the rules of the game 'Don’t call hun a bastard,’ 
he said firmly ‘You know there's no swearing in study time We 
cant use that sort of language for cellmates ’ 

Shu descended one notch m the lexicon of officialese 
pejoration ‘AUnght Rotten egg, then’ 

"No,’ retorted Loo, shaking fus head, 'not even that You can 
element if you like, or a reactionary or a stinking 
landlord A landlord who doesn’t even rate that name We can 
call him a small-time nch landowner’ Now he turned to Wn 
mth all the dignity of a snpenor-court judge Vo yon see all 
the trouble you have caused?* 

Grateful, mtellectually overpowered and a bit frightened, 
Wu nodded, but that wasn’t enough of a sigmfication What 
Loo was waiting for was the testimonial, the formalistic 
declaration 

Wes, I am begmning to see my error,’ Wu said cautiously 
T didn t realize how much damage I was doing by not joining 
the Cooperative Movement.’ 
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But even now Wu’s case was not completely ^ed and 
packaged. To make it final, Loo had to decorate it with honuhK 
'Mao issued the directive out of the goodness of his heart,’ he 
said ‘It’s not up to you to yidge rt or not You thought you 
would be smart to stay out of the Cooperative Movement You 
thought you’d have it easy. You were wrong, Wu You were 
very foohsh All you got out of your attitude was to be sent 
here, and now there’s nothing you can do about it Now, oes 

anybody else have anything to say7’ ./ 

He looked around for further comment No one spoke a 
word Wu was flnaUy off the hook Loo signalled to a skinny 
litUe balding man with a grey beard Wei-I-sha was tm name, 
the Chinese transhteraton of Isaac, Wei was a Methotot pas- 
tor, and he spoke with the ease of a man used to addressing 
crowds . 

'For the benefit of those of you who have never heard me 
talk before, I am a Protestant pastor, that is to say a mssion^. 
I lomed the church m my early twenties and I Imve been ^ it 
now for over forty years I make no secret of the c 
worked for the Amenoans ’ 



inere ssometnmglsuuaoniuiiuv“-”“- , - ,, 

hberated by the People’s Government, they said ey won 
grant freedom of religion, but that the rumung dogs o im 
penahsm and everyone who had worked against the secunty 
the state would be punished. All right Then they ^ , 
hberate the church from the influence of foreigners 
decided on reformations that would keep the church Chinee. 
Well, I was aU for that I didn’t want to see f 
Chinese sacrificed to foreigners. As a matter of ac , 
the first reform committee I began to worry when “cy JP- 
Pomted a layman to the committee He was suppos 
ehacge of future projects, but he just wasn t fiu e 
iob. What the job needed was an ordained — J 
assumed they had their reasons The 
denes for centunes Maybe it was tune for e W 
voice Maybe we could learn from his outioo e , 
by and we worked with this man, but then in 19 y 
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something Pll never forget - they appointed a Commumst Party 
member to supervise our activities Our chief! That was when 
I really began to realize that the purpose of their reform was to 
do away wiBi the church. Pretfy soon we weren’t allowed to 
teach children religion anymore Then the comrmttee began 
warmng us to pay less attention to rehgious affairs and more to 
our means of hvelihood What they had m mind was a church 
without preaching. What Js the use of a church when you can’t 
preach m it?’ 

Hostile faces studied him, but no one tried to answer his 
question 

'So at the next meeting of the conmuttee I voiced my views 
I told them that while the Communists said they tolerated the 
principle of rehgious freedom all their actions aimed at doing 
away with it The committee told me my views were harmful 
to the government The next day they arrested me Here I am ’ 

As a matter of conrse Wei was labelled a runmng dog of the 
resisters and charged with working for foreign powers Like so 
many of the Chmese men of rehgion, his faith made 'him diffi- 
cult to break down He had a stubborn sort of tenaciousness 
that was close to nalvett 

Up to now, I don’t understand my interrogators/ he con- 
tmued.TheysayIwasaspy But I never spied’ 

Wei’s simple affirmation may sound mild to the Western 
reader, but in the context of our cell, the prison and Chma m 
general, he was being strongly defiant 

Shut him up I ’ one of the prisoners cned ' ‘He’s defymg the 
government’ 

Loo intervened This is a special case/ he said ‘So far Wei 
hasn t made his confession. In other words, he doesn’t acknow- 
ledge his mistakes That is why he has behaved so badly so far 
It IS up to us to help him as best we can Today I am going to 
break custom and start askmg him questions myself.’ 

This time Loo didn’t feel so bound by his usual restncUons 
of proper behaviour. Instead of mterrogatmg the pastor, he 
rolled into a long and surprisingly passionate denunciation. 

‘The trouble with ybu. Minister, is that you’re no longer 
Chmese ’ It was a low blow, but when Wei toed to protest. Loo 
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ir-, 'yfui ilon’i even think 
Ai\,' -I'T ‘Vo'jI'nr^ciTJ'dlihcChinc'cmcrn- 

n k ; <'^ j Til It htiMiflil forth a 

r:c S-;i‘f .S' i.f ,.,t, Wt, <,i Mlcmly 
^ tiers tn-.' •' c (V '/tc’- (insr-miirnt. then jou can't 

the at' ;! cv j |,a\en’l 

vT Jet Ail rsr t'cine it fcU.nr ttccytr atui dcejicr 
*t ' V'w 'r Yi'ii sciiitc talvation One of these 

‘‘I'is t’ttt St ye” p [Si I'tf rat anil ‘!ioot SOU, Wci. You say 
St j St 0(i; a tf— ' - « ,*e_- ,if r’ljtc'i.'.litm or an ayent of foreign 
rti'c*!. i".; jp J carrj'inp out the 

O'dro of > ((t;r fc'’r,><n ttii'if'it esen snictlioninf shtni. Arc 

K jfoTc:“h{'; ( ktrr.p_ v,c)'' I( the I’cnyic’s Goternmcnl wants 
tons'i^ .!i'n,c* intet,! on. n h’s ever) siyhlto llut)ou won’t 
>‘'.'7 ^ ou\c li’tl It to.* footl for loo lonr Vou’rc 

V'ti too! it all •■t.il.nui j wo'd What else could he do? Loo 
’ of an ii'ffaious s)lloi’ism to tic it alt up. 

won't llitnl y.iu'Jl end up a marts r, Wci You're only a 
t^stor. Your o.s n people arc lurmnp ap-iinsi ) ou Tell me - do 
>'°u think like a Communist?’ 

'No.' 

’Uoyouact like one?’ 

‘No,’ 

llien 1 ou shouldn't he surpnsed to be here ’ 

, As if lie snappme ? book closed he ended the question- 
tag of Wei .and moved on to the next man The session ended at 
'tpm 


natural complement to the study meeting is the Struggle 
•s a peculiarly Chinese invention, combining intimidation, 
aniiliaiion and sheer exhaustion Briclly described, it is an 
|ntcllec[ual gang-beating of one man by many, sometimes even 
ausands, m which the victim has no defence, even the truth 
' ac first Struggle I ever met with indirectly took place in the 
j adjoining ours a few months after I arrived at Grass Mist 
ae The entire cell was working over a newly arrived prisoner. 
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and the dm of their shouts was so passionate that our peaceable 
study session was hopelessly derailed. The techmque, as I heard 
it, n as a tiling of utter simphcity a fierce and pitiless crescendo 
of screams demanding that the victim confess, followed by rau- 
cous hoots of dissatisfaction with any answer he gave them 
The horrible, ear-spiitting din continued for a couple of hours, 
and It ended only when the man was led away m chains to 
solitary 

A guard slammed open the slot in our door, and Loo beck- 
oned us over one by one to get a glimpse of the spectacle There 
was plenty of time, he could barely move His feet were in fet- 
ters, an iron bar a foot long, rmged at both ends to pass around 
the ankles Bolls held the rings fast, two chains rose from the 
middle of the bar to the wnsts, which themselves were joined 
by another chain In all, the outfit weighed thirty-two pounds 
The prisoner was obliged to cany the vertical chain from his 
feet looped several times, since it was long enough to drag on 
the floor and that was forbidden 

The Struggle was bom m the thirties, when the Communists 
first began making headway m the great rural stretches of 
Cluna Developed over the years by trial and error, it became 
the st.nndard technique for interrogating the Undlords and other 
enemies who fell loto the hands of the rebellious peasants There 
IS a system and a veo' real rationale behind it all The Commu- 
nists were and remain extremely formalistic A man must be 
made to confess before he is punished, even if his punishment 
has bMn decided beforchaud The captured landlord was 
pushed, shoved or carried to a handy open area and forced to 
! nccl and bow his head as dozens or hundreds or thousands of 
peasants began surrounding him Screamed at, insulted, slapped, 
spat upon, sometimes beaten, hopelessly confused and terror- 
ired. no victim could hold out tor long 

The Speak Bitterness meetings were in the same psychological 
wm As they were liberated from serfdom, the peasants were 
mviied to testify to the horrors they and their families had 
undergone at the hands of their class enemies Like mad mirror 
images of rtvisals. Speak Bitterness campaigns dros’e the par- 
ticfp’nts to vociferous frenzies of hatred, which was precisely 



the intention. Onvcll hrd perhaps heard of them when he wrote 
of tiic daily Ti\c Minutes’ Hale’ in 1984 . Tiic rc.isoning is 
simple To Ull an enemy you must hale him Without hatred it 
IS only murder. 

Of course Strupglcs continue to be used in prisons today, both 
as punishment for improper attitudes and as a tool for extract- 
ing confessions But they arc also prcsalcnt in ordinary civilian 
life. In a half-doncn or so campaigns of political zeal that had 
swept over China since 1949, Struggling became a fact of iife 
for everyone As in prison, a man might be Struggled for some- 
thing he had said ssccks or even montlis earlier; for in civilian 
life, loo, scribes are present to note donn what is said Or he 
might be trapped bj one of the omnipresent denunciation boxes 
which proliferate m c\ cry city A foreigner might mistake them 
for mail boxes, since they are painted bright, optimistic red, 
slotted at the lop and padlocked closed Underneath is a shelf 
space for standard forms and above it a little notice in Chinese 
characters: ‘Denunciation Box’ The forms arc neatly cate- 
gorized : 

Name and address of denunciator 

Address of employment 

Name and address of person being denounced 

Age 

Sex 

Date of birth 

Native of what province and town? 

Physical traits • hair, eyes, height 
What arc his hobbies and pastimes? 

What special knowledge does he possess? 

How did you come to know him? 

What are your relations with him? 

Separate pages are provided for the actual denunciation One 
denunciation per page, please. The pohee collect from the oxk 
‘• ally Denunciation boxes also exist in prisons and camps, and 
‘hwe are also the so-called ConstmeUve aiUcism Boxes 
If a denunaation leads to a Struggle, the victim is we ^ 
jased to submit immediately 
“®it to a Struggle , It can go 
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game feel that not enough contntion hSs developed Like all the 
other non-physical interrogation techniques, the purpose is to 
bring the victim to accept anything that may be judged for him 
Thus a Struggle is rarely resolved quickly, that would be too 
easy At the beginmng, even if the victim tells the truth or grov 
elhngly admits to any accusation hurled at him, his every word 
will be greeted with insults and shneks of contradiction. He is 
ringed by jeermg, hating faces, screaming in his ear, spitting, 
fists swipe menacmgly close to him and everythii^ he says is 
branded a he At the end of the day he is led to a room, locked 
up, given some food and left with the promise that the next day 
will be even worse 

Often there will be a day off, on Sundays for instance, but 
this, too, IS an exercise m sadism Locked in his room, he will be 
perpetuaUy surveyed by at least one of the Struggle team If he 
happens to look out the window, the guard will rebuke him for 
allowing his imnd to wander from his problems, which must 
totally occupy his thoughts If he nods off to sleep, the guard 
wiU grab hmi by the hair and jerk him awake After three or 
four days the victim begins inventing sins he has never commit- 
ted, hoping that an admission monstrous enough might wm him 
a reprieve After a week of SUugghng he is prepared to go to 
any lengths. 

In China the thought counts as much as the deed, and the 
truggle IS one of the most effective weapons for weasehng into 
a man's mind to control his thoughts I was given a vivid re- 
minder of this some years later m the camps, when our cell was 
aligned to Struggle a prisoner who had stolen two extra pieces 
ot bread We worked him over for three days dunng the evening 
rest penod following our woik m the fields For three days. 

om pm to hghts out at 9 p m , we shouted and screamed 
While the prisoners in the other cells took jt easy or played cards. 

^ mdulgencB from the 

Look, Waider,’ I said, Ve’ve been at him for a total of ten 
houis ^w, over the last three days He admits he stole the 
bread He was hungry Isn’t that enough? Do we have to make 
him say he IS a duly bourgeois because he was hungry 7’ 



I should have anticipated it' I was in for another classic 
object lesson. “How can a man absolve himself,’ he asked me, 
if he doesn’t know how and where and why he went wrong?’ 
The warder reached over to a bottle into which he had stuck 
some ragged flowers. Pulling out the flowers, he emptied the 
bottle of Its mucky water and handed it over to me. 

Fill it from the teapot,’ he said ‘Just fill it Don’t rinse it out.’ 
Already I could feel the waves of didacticism washing over me 
8s I r^laced the bottle, murky once more because of the thick 
sediment that had swirled up into the fresh water. 

The water won’t be clear as long as there are dirty things in 
bottle, will it, Bao? That’s how it is with your cellmate. 
There are dirty things in his head that he doesn’t even know 
about. As long as they remam, none of our friendly criticisms 
will be able to sink in ’ 


So we went on Struggling our cellmate until he realized the 
ideological unphcations of two pieces of bread 
Loo, our impeccable spintual leader, began his trip to Grass 
Mist Lane after bemg Strug^ed. A government functionary and 
P*rty member m good standmg, he had had the bad judgement 
to open his mouth dunng the Hundred Flowers. After several 
months his words returned to haunt him, and he was invited to 
speak to the government Locked m his office at night, Strug^ed 
armg the day, he gradually made a full confession, admitting 
^ ovil thoughts and actions piece by piece, even to the fact that 
ho had previously served in the Nationalist army. The climax of 
ms case came when he gave a one-man show of his complete 
oonfession to a full assembly of his fellow office workers When 
h was finished, he was allowed to return to work. He assumed 
his case was finished, but three weeks afterward his local party 
socretary called him m for some heavy news “You must be pre- 
pared to go and undertake some very serious study We think 
your ideological situation needs clarifying Ideologically speafc- 
mp. you are in a bad state The party is concerned about your 
PoEUcal welfare ’ Three days later he was arrested 
By the time I met him. Loo had outgrown my feeling of bit- 
tmess. He agreed that it was a perfectly good thing for him to 
mive been locked up. 'After all,’ he told me, ‘if everyone who 


63 



confesses his sms were to get away scot free, then China would 
be a country fiddled with cnnunals ’ 

Loo was the model prisoner - humble, energetic in carrying 
out orders and positive in his thoughts The poor man was under 
the impression that his behaviour would earn him a better sen 
tence He was wrong. 

After Loo the man 1 remember best from the interrogation 
centre was Wong Ai-Kuo What an incredible life he had ledl 
And how incredible that he should end it ignomimously in a 
pnson It was the first day of Chinese New Year when our cell 
met him, just as we were fimshing our afternoon-evening meal. 
Tke door swung open to admit a sturdily built, distinguished 
individual in black leather shoes and a Western suit. He ap- 
peared to be m his sncties, was tall for a Chmese. broad shoul- 
dered and white haired He earned his belongings wrapped in an 
American army blanket. Routinely we made room for him and 
Loo called him over to ask him his name and the other usual 
information 

‘Wong Ai-Kuo,’ he said. Tm from Peking ' 

'You’re a native of where?’ Loo continued 
“No place That is, I don’t know ’ 

Loo left it at that for the moment It was evident he didn’t 
feet like talking Later, at bedtime he had a grand surprise for 
us^ he pulled a pair of stnped pyjamas from his kit' It Was an 
unheard-of elegance m a proletarian pnson, where we all slept 
m our underwear One of the cellmates couldn’t resist the temp- 
tation to come up with a class cnticism. 

‘Stinking bourgeois 1 ’ he barked out 
Holding the bundle of orange and blue stripes in his hands, 
ong gazed over with regal contempt ‘And what are you, 
thm? If you’re better than I am. what are you doing here?’ 

He shpped into the pyjamas and Loo told them both to shut 
up I picked up Wong’s story as the weeks passed Born of nn- 
Imoum parents, he had been an orphan begging m the streets of 
Tien Tsin when an American Protestant missionary couple took 
pity on iM and brought him home, fed and clothed him and 
enrolled him m the mission school The childless couple ended 
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by adopting him and sending him Ihrongh international law 
studies in llic Stales. He married an American girl and just alter 
World War It was sent hriclly back to China with the OSS to 
help build ca.scs against Japanese svar criminals His short stay 
was ample, though, for him to develop a deep and well-founded 
scorn for the corruption and viciousness of the Nationahsts. 
Shipped back to tlie Slates, he followed with growing fascina- 
tion and pride tlic dev clopments of the civil war leading to the 
Communists' triumph. Like so many overseas Chinese, he de- 
tcmiined to go hack and offer his knowledge to the young re- 
public. After numerous travails and difficulties - Communist 
S5Tnpatliizcrs didn't have an easy lime of it m the States in those 
McCarthyite days - he finally managed to board a freighter for 
Japan and from there a small passenger ship for Hong Kong, 
where he arrived at the end of 1950. 

It was months before he could contact the Chinese and per- 
suade them of his sincerity, but in March 1951, he crossed the 
border to a prodigious welcome. When the congratulations 
were over, he took a job as a legal adviser to the numster of 
foreign affairs With the job he received his own house, a chauf- 
feur and a top-level salary. As the years slipped by, however, his 
special privileges began melting away. What he was discovering 
was that the regime harboured an ardent distrust of persons 
from ovcReas. 

In 1953 he was asked to contribute a month’s salary for the 
soldiers in Korea. Reproachful party types commented heavily 
on the ostentation of his house and his elevated salary. Wong s 
dlass consciousness, after its long bourgeois dormancy, was 
being shaken awake Surprised and pinned in a comer, he coiild 
only agree that he had been a selfish profiteer and request that 
lus salary be reduced by fifty per cent Even aftK this, though, 
be was far belter off - strikingly so - than other Chinese of fais 
fevel of employment The next deprivation was crueller - his 
bootordering privileges were sharply curtailed "We have no 
objection to your reading English or American magazines,’ mey 
bild him, ‘but we feel that you should start learning more about 
your own country’s literature.’ 

Apparently Wong had outhved bs usefulness, but he was not 
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yet in any deep trouble But then he raised a contrary voice . He 
accused his hosts of having wilfully deceived him and others he 
knew among the overseas Chinese who had voluntarily returned 
after the revolution You gave me the house and chauffeur, he 
fold them, I never asked for than And now you accuse me of 
not having the proper class spirit And as for the magazines, I 
need them to keep abreast of international developments 

It all may have seemed logical enough at the time, but each 
word Was just another bnck in the prison Wong was building 
for himself He refused to make the retraction demanded and 
maintamed that he had told no lies He was arrested two months 
after me 

In the camps I met another one like Wong - James Ch’in, 
Jimmy was a Western hterature scholar who had gone through 
Cambridge and had taught in England for twenty years when 
he heard that the motherland was m need of teachers He, too, 
found himself in a mad, surreal academic world, where ad- 
vanced courses in the English language were to be taught from 
translations of Soviet propaganda documents His basic text 
was the English translation of Pravda Try as he might, Jimmy 
couldn’t help being intellectually and academically offended. 
After a few meek remonstrations he found himself in the 
greased chute to the camps Independent thought is not appre- 
ciated 



CliapUcr Four 


f "fni Lht tn'irc jr-.r tofS in Gp« Mist I-w. It was a 
ftnijircj}!!! ; trinJ for flnna - tiic year of the Great 

I-«r Tons If J. An tnofn'oti-Iy iinrc.ili'iic enthusiasm gripped 
she ccuriiy dtirinp. tho e ji,«rriir"'incd mnntlis Production and 
WRvlractif’'. utre to it'c iii,iinatic. Ily. as if b) an act of will, to 
dwofnffT !c once Miit for >51 ilic pre itncss of tlic Chinese people 
Ssd the tlio’t,"!i' t!"! w.'s raidmp ilicm Newspapers wrote of 
few icAn’ipies for f.’nta'tic.illj mcfcasinr the yield per acre of 
1*15 rice crop and printed pictures of stall.s growing so closely 
fojttlitr lint 3 m in could stand on tlicm (Months afterward, 
•iie same papers neglected to report that the miraculous rice suf- 
foated heforc it ssas hars’cstnWc) Vast new amounts of cab- 
?nd Ollier \ cpetablcs ss-oold be prown Every little village 
had one of tlio-c jeriy'-built furnaces witli which they hoped to 
tnal.t steel. Tlic furnaces even invaded the prisons, though we 
Undergoing interrogation at Grass Mist I^anc, being as yet un- 
worthy of produclist labour, missed that privilege. Personally, 
Ory finest sjmbol of the whole c.impaign was when my wife 
Wrote to tell me she iwd donated our iron bed for the steel 
drive. 

Simultaneous with the Great Leap Forward was the People's 
Commune Movement, Mao’s Bailey bridge to Communism. 
P>c coexistence of these two campaigns made for some aston- 
■shing situations. They were, in fact, mutually defeating, but no 
One could rcalirc jl until it was all over and the poor Chinese, 
Wheezing but game as ever, had to start from scratch again. 

In contrast to their brethren in the Soviet Union, the Chinese 
Poasants generally supported the commune idea with enthnsi- 
asm. To hell with individual hte, they reasoned, since die party 
fells us everything will be better if we act and live in eonnnon 
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With energy and good cheer they built their community mess 
halls and, by extension of the same logic, ate them fill of the free 
meals Home kitchens were oat of style, many peasants broke 
their clay vessels and donated their metal pots and pans to the 
all consuming furnaces, which roared and glowed and produced 
tncUes of what they all took to be steel Marvelling at their in- 
genuity - hadn’t Mao said that all wisdom hes m the peasantry? 
- they concluded joyfully that engineers were mere parasites, 
since demonstrably anyone could make steel 

As this naive, bucolic hubris grew, the production, both in 
foodstuffs and the utterly useless steel, began to fall The pea- 
sants spent more and more time in the mess halls and around 
their homes Individual profiteering followed naturally enough 
and soon the mess hall crews were selling food on the side, or at 
least reserving the best for themselves And worse yet, if a pea- 
sant became bored with the country life, or was unwilling to 
invest the harsh muscle power to work the land, he had no prob- 
lem, for the Great Leap had created an insatiable demand for 
labour 

Everywhere construction projects aboundell The peasants 
flocked to the cities where they found instant employment at 
prime rates Hiring gangs even took to stalking them at the city 
gates, importuning them with half-witted patriotic slogans to 
come and work on their particular jobs On fourteen dollars a 
month the peasant found city hfe to be a thing of beauty - and 
there was electricity and running water to boot 

In short order the farms began suffering from lack of hands, 
It became a governmenUl problem of highest importance The 
nation s crops were in jeopardy But nothing would induce the 
peasants to return to the land Party secretaries pleaded fruit- 
I^ly with rural families to bring their prodigals home Finally 
ftc goiemmcnt reacted by suppressing the raUon cards of the 
families involved The threat was clear and simple Either get 
jour men back or you won’t eat This was known as the ’Cease 
Food Policj’’ If there w ere any protests they threatened to call 
in (he army 

Slowly, reluctantly, the young peasants began trooping back 
to the farms But they couldn’t quite forgive the party for what 
6S 



It had done. They took up their work again, but ^ ^ 

a heart. Tlreir sulky lassitude paved the way for the disastrous 
agricultural years o£ I960, 1961 and 1962, 

We in Grass Mist Lane were treated to double doses of study 
sessions on the Great Leap Guards, warders and >n 
never missed an opportunity to mtorm us of wha use 
we pnsoners were, lying about while on the outsi e we 
was giving his all for the building of Commumsm The on^y 
way we could demonstrate our revolutionary ar our 
confess well. Our sessions with Loo became 
charged with verba! signs of devotions We chatte aw 
platitudes like Stakhanovitc parrots. , 

After my fifth interrogaUon I was accorded the ® 
being allowed to write my confession Since I wm a > 

Icould do it in English In all, it took me somewhat moretto 
three months, from 20 February to the end of 
typewritten pages to tell the story of my life. Three ^ 

I was led, head down, through the corridors to a tiy ^ 

ton room where there was a typewriter, paper an 

watch me. Since his sentry duties were not 

bme working on a fabulously detailed map 

Every traffic light and police box was marked. „_,edav 

hewL preparing thatmp. or who had orderedit, but someday 

the residents of that pretty city might discover ® ^ 

The two of us worked m silence as a keltie o 
mered on the stove. I was permitted to rareful with 

as I wanted - an mdulgence, but one I had ° nerpe- 

Water-drinking is the standard pnsoner s answe ^jj^^dy 
tual pan JThunger, but it can be dangerous I alreaoy 
heard stories of starving prisoners who died 
Ptamg myself away from excessive water consumption was 
wsBy as tough for me as when I finaUy quit smokinS 
Like everyone else. I wanted to have W 
as quickly as possible, take my sentence an g ^ 

slow starvaJa of Grass Mist Lane-tothecmpsGoih^^^ 

longed for the eampsi Every day we 110“^ ®“^ ^ 
yeaminB i,i« n™, mnrli food there was in me camp . 
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One late in March I discovered how closely my htcrary 
output was being studied It tv'as 10 pun and the cell was asle^ 
when I was sutninoned before a panel of three interrogators 1 
recognized one of them from my arrest He was very pleasant, 
almost solicitous Apparently, it was his idea of a joke 
‘How are yon doing, Bao’’ he wanted to know ‘You’ve been 
here quite a while already, haven’t you?’ They were the kinds of 
questions which answered themselves I wasn’t supposed to 
answer and didn’t. His concern for me was touching ‘Youve 
grown thinner, Bao Maybe your problems are doing that to 
you That’s what I’d hke to talk to you about I've been reading 
your confession So far there’s not much to it Maybe you’re 
acting like a serial ivriter, just trying to keep up our interest 
enough to make us want to buy the nett instalment Is that it, 
Bao’ There are lots of names you dont mention Do jou 
remember Linda Lee’’ 

So that was it Lmda was a Chinese girl who taught painting 
and, I knew, had had aBairs with a number of diplomats She 
was a good friend 

‘It imght make yon happy to know that she’s not far, Bao In 
fact you are both in the same compound I thought that rmgbt 
help you with your confession ’ 

It did, mdeed Lmda knew all about my connections with the 
■Western embassies, and obviously had told them everything she 
knew about me The mterrogators were merely making it clear 
that there was no use In my trying to hide anything 
SUU, I made my modest htfle efforts at dissimulation I omit- 
ted mention of my work with the CID I was certain that no one 
but the Americans knew about that job, so 1 left it out and 
finished up my confession and awaited word from the interro- 
gators It came on the mght of 4 Tune, and they bad another sur- 
prise in store for me 

The interrogation room was quite dark this time, with only 
a single weak lamp lUummating my questioner’s face Th® 
arrangement was dehberately theatn^ The interrogator 
flipped mdolently through my 700 pages and asked me over and 
over it I had nothing more to add For an hour we went over 
the insignificant details of my life, the insmuating questions 
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continued and still I told him there was nothing more to add. 
Then, dramatically, a third voice rang out from the penumbra 
behind me. This one spoke English, and it sounded famihar 
Turn around, Pasqualini ’ 

The interrogator flipped on the overhead light and there be- 
fore me I saw Robert Chen, the man who had sat at the desk 
facing mine in the CID oifice. My good friend Robert. He was 
wearing the uniform of the Political Police. So he had been their 
agent all along. Jesus 

I broke down I told them absolutely everything In the end 
they indeed got their ‘full and frank admission of sms’ 

For the next three months I met no more with the interroga- 
tors and spent the mostly idle but hungry time dreaming of the 
camps, chanting my liturgical responses durmg Loo’s study ses- 
sion masses, shouting out my portion of insult and menace 
whenever a Struggle was called, and generally keeping myself 
occupied with housekeeping chores. The only sigmficant change 
occurred late in June, when a new decree came down stipu- 
iafing that we all would take a two-hour nap in the afternoon 
As usual, there were no exceptions to the rule Even if he were 
not tired, the prisoner was expected to he in bis place and keep 
bis eyes closed Guards periodically peered in throu^ the peep- 
hole to check us out, anyone with his eyes open would receive a 
Witten repnmand. Enough reprimands and he would be npe 
for Strugghng We were very well behaved Model children 
In mid-September the warder called me in to tell me I was 
neanng the end of my problem. It was time for me to write my 
self-accusation, officially called ‘statement by one’s own hand , 
The self-accusation is one of the masterpieces of the nese 
penal system Not only does a prisoner undergo monte an 
wen years of infimtely patient questiomng, but he must bnng i 
sll to a climax with a handwritten and signed pr&is detaiteg 
Wanes. The prisoner takes care to build the case agai 
as skilfully as he can, for an unsatisfactory statement wi 
always be bounced back, and he wiU conUnue to wait m me 
Intetrogation Centre Wheu a prisoner has finally produce 
satisfactory statement the government holds a documen w 
^hich, depending on emphasis of interpretation^ it can sen 
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him to virtually any desired number of years. It is a prosecutor’s 
dream 

It took me four hours to write my statement of sixteen pages, 
and I didn't have long to wait for the response; Favourable 
The very next day I was called in for a final session with the 
scribe who had been present at all my questionings 
‘Have you got anything more to add?' 

He insisted heavily on the question, and he was right to do so 
One of the greatest horrors of prison life is that a prisoner can 
always be brought back from the camps for further interro- 
gation if any new crimes come to li^ The whole painful career 
in Grass Mist Lane can start over agam A sentence of ten years 
can mushroom to alarming proportions for insincerity with the 
government 

‘I can’t say for sure that I have confessed everything,’ I ad- 
mitted, ‘because I might have forgotten some minor details But 
everything important is there.’ 

‘Are you quite sure? ’ 

‘yes,’ I said ‘Quite sure’ 

‘Good Stand up ’ He took on the important manner proper 
for such situations ‘We hereby announce that your period of 
interrogation is over,’ he declared ‘Have you got anything to 
say?’ \ 

I certainly did I was ready with the standard phrase which 
eicry pnsoner learns and waits for this very moment to bnng 
out. It has been passed from mouth to mouth for years, and 
everyone knows that it is the required response 
‘I hope 1 will be leniently dealt with by the People’s Govern- 
ment’ 

Now it was the scribe’s move, he had ha rituahstic words 
‘You will be leniently treated if you behave weU, and then ‘Hc 
Will sec But if you do not behave well, no amount of requests 
Mill escr earn you an ounce of leniency.’ 

I was expecting a somewhat longer speech, but he suiprised 
me by changing tack ‘Tell me, Bao,’ he asked, ‘did you ever 
ha\c the fcehng that perhaps we trjciced you juto confcssins 
some things you didn't need to teU ns? Or that we had made a , 
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case against you where there had been none? Do you ever think 
that maybe you talked too much?’ 

■No, not at all,' I answered quickly. Of course I said no. What 
else could I say? Still, he insisted 

‘Don’t say that so easily. What we’re saying now is very im- 
portant for you It will affect your behaviour later on, when you 
are undergoing Reform Through Labour You see, I am here to 
dispel any doubts from your mind. This is the last thing I can 
do for you to prepare you for what’s in store for you So tell 
me truthfully: Did you ever have those sorts of thoughts?’ 

‘All right,’ I admitted ‘Sometimes during the past year I did 
wonder whether I went further than I really had to.’ 

That seemed to please him. ‘Good. Very good Now come 
over here and look at this ’ 

He pulled from the drawer a thick folder about the size of a 
Sears and Roebuck catalogue 

‘We want you to read this, Bao What you are going to see is 
a number of accusations and denunciations coocermng only one 
person - you You will see that your confession talhes with 
them almost perfectly. The reason we are showing you this is 
not to give you vengeful feehn^ about these people who did 
their duty to the state, but rather to prove to you that we have 
had a case against you for years Now you can sit down and 
read it’ 

I was at a loss I didn’t know the dnU for this situation Play- 
ing It safe, I decided to try the modest and contrite approach, 
generally a good bet ‘It’s not necessary for me to read it’ I 
offered. ‘I believe you.’ 

‘You may beheve me now, but later on you might have 
doubts. Take this and read it thoroughly Read every accusa- 
tion.’ 

I took the massive document and as I couldn’t read Chinese 
then, the scnbe did it for me, sitting next to me and reading 
aloud It took several hours, and it was a frightening revelation 
On those hundreds of pages were handwntten denunciaton 
forms from colleagues, friends and vanous people I had en- 
countered only once or twice. When I returned to the cell I was 
reheved to have reached this important moment m my prison 
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career, but my head was spuming - how many persons whom I 
had trusted without a second thought had betrayed me I My 
resentment was ail the deeper m that I personally had never 
filled out a denunciation form i 

The following morning I was summoned for one final cere- 
mony My mterrogator himself was there His voice was almost 
friendly. 

“Congratulations ' 


‘I beg the government to showmelemency.’ 

But It wasii t qmte over yet. I was having more illusions. 
Xemency?' he asked ironically “You may earn leniency 
through your acts Confessing your own sms doesn't make you 
perfect, Bao There are also tte sms of other people to be 
denounced Do you understand?’ 

Of course Now it was time for me to do m my fnends and 
colleagues 

^ We re not askmg you to he a stool pigeon,* he assured roe, 
only you weren’t alone m your crimes and errors. You had 
1 Iwwcanweconsideryou 

® your o““- 

uenrnle V ^^y good method of 

transferrer^ ® before you will be 

h« m ° As you leave this room you wU 

annrenatm”'*!. forms I hope you will show your 

enemies’ ° ^'’P'og the government to ferret out its 

vnemics 


nev/rte '>“k to the cefi For the 

to he rert '' ,^1?^ “ umoceutly as I could, hying 

who nmiH *5® people I mentioned were only the ones 
was an esh i® ^ ^b'"® "’Oise accusations agnmst them It 
nhsr ®®'’" ooncenfrauon Throughout, I was 

once arai'iT M T"”® ^ U”** ’’O'”® ‘o 

stomaef been my 

clZs m ^ " r"""® *’0'' rumour had it that the 

fob and “P=0'aUy wonderful - teeming with 

maeinl tfs^' ttet sprung from the sod hfce 

forms ^ rei’encs of food and slowly filled m the 
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The transfer from West Compound finally happened in the 
first week of November, when the last member of our cell had 
finished his full confession, delivered an approved self-accusa- 
tion and had requested that the government dispose of him We 
were to move en masse into the Eastern Compound. At nine 
o’clock of a chilly, sleety monung a warder bustled in and 
ordered us to get our things together. We bundled up our per- 
sonal belongings, clothes, bedding and notebooks, leaving be- 
hind all the tubs and pans and other housekeeping gear, and 
waited for the guard in the prescribed marching order. Heads 
down, the eighteen of us tramped the 500 yards across to the 
Eastern Compound, stopped, squatted by the entry way and 
awaited orders. I was disappointed to realize that our group was 
to be completely broken up when a guard arrived to read off the 
names on his hsts. I was sent to a small cell with only five others. 
The leader was a Manchunan not more than thirty He indi- 
cated my spot on the communal bed and gave a routine httle 
speech. Tm glad to see you’ve solved your problems. Now that 
we’ve come this far, let’s continue studying and try not to make 
the government disappointed in us.’ 

One of the prisoners, I learned, had already been sentenced, 
and (he rest of us were burning to know how many years he had 
gotten - It might have been an indicator for the rest of ns. At 
the same time we knew very well that such information was for- 
bidden Our cellmate never said a word. In theory a prisoner 
never has the right, durmg the entire period of incarceration, to 
reveal his sentence; but it is only the beginnets who worry 
about the rule All we could tell from our ftiend was that he 
appeared deeply depressed. Two days later 1 was transferred 
again My new assignment turned out to be something of a 
family reunion 

When I trotted into my new cell, the first man I laid eyes on 
was Anthony Liu, a good fnend who bad worked as haison in 
another Western embassy. And then, four days after that, John- 
son Wong was led in among us 1 had known Johnson for years. 
An overseas Chmese, like me, he had worked in a Western em- 
bassy but later turned informer to the Political Police When he 
was no more use to them, they put him away. Poor J ohnson. He 
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was weak and characterless, but m tune I felt sympathy for bun 
I buned bun, years later m the camps 
The cellmate 1 liked best, though, was Bartek, the first non- 
Onental I had seen m pnson He was in his early fifties then, 
with brown hair and beard and a fine, long face, whose deep 
blue eyes were set m a mass of smile-wrinkles He had plenty of 
reading material with him, and in short order the books were to 
get us both in trouble, 

‘Welcome to our cell,’ he called ont jovially in perfect Man- 
darin the first tune 1 saw him He was lymg against his bedroll, 
wearing a padded jacket, blue cotton pants and Chinese dippers 
Thick glasses perched on his nose,,he was glancing over a copy 
of the Pelmg Review m Enghsh translation As a foreigner, he 
was allowed to have approved non-Chinese reading matter For 
me it was like discovenng an oasis After only the briefest of in- 
troductory conversations 1 fell upon Bartek’s books and maga- 
zines like a starving man 

The euphoria lasted three days only - 1 was called into the 
warder’s office, harshly rebuked for havmg spoken Enghsh and 
reminded that the reading matter was for the foreigner only 1 
had to get my things together once more and move to a new cell, 
I was beginning to feel hke a commuter 
Anthony Em, who had also committed the sm of speaking 
English, preceded me as we were marched out of the new com- 
pound and into a large, three-man cell m another building It 
was comfortable enough, and spacious, but fnghtfuUy cold 
since they had neglected to provide us with a stove It was a sort 
0 solitary d irots, only there was a big window and an excep- 
tionally bnght hght hung from the ceiling The three of ns 
u led miserably under the lamp, as if it could give ns any 
waimth ^te m the day - but what tune was it? No possible 
way o tell - a guard barged m and demanded to know why in 
hell we weren’t in bed 

‘We didn’t hear the whisUe,’ I tried to explam 
No whistles,’ he said ‘Everything is silent here ’ 

Spreial discipline We were allowed to talk only m whispers. 
On the second day I discovered that there were American pris- 
oners among us. 

76 



By nn cjTCfiou<t profcKion.il mistake, llic cutirds failed to 
check the latrine before 1 went in. On the floor 1 found .in 
empty Amcrie.in cirarctlc pack! I knew from years before that 
two American airmen were being Iteld m Peking; this proved at 
least that thev were receiving their Red Cross parcels. Another 
time, returning from the latrines. I hc.ird an American voice 
ask if he could liasc a m,itch. On the warder's desk I saw their 
food - two big bowls of soup and tw o bowls of rice .ipiccc. They 
had three meals a day - soup. Chinese dumplings, rice, meat, 
vegetables. Compared to us they were fantastically well off, but 
they had to endure llic crippling isolation and solitude of the 
Western foreigner. Tliat, .'•t least, was spared us. Anthony Liu 
and I didn’t speak together in tJic cell about the Americans. 
After all, we knew nothing about the third man. He, too, re- 
mained silent, probably bcc.iusc he knew nothing about us. 
Mutual surveillance works even by assumption. 

The daj^s dragged by. No exercise, no games, no reading We 
sat staring svitlcssly at (he walls, wailing for the vegetable soup 
and combread that came twice a day. In the course of that week 
we discovered to our horror that the soup was becoming thin- 
ner and the bread loaves smaller' That was too much Already 
subjugated by hunger, I was ready for desperate measures in 
order to get more food inside me The next day, when I went 
into the mess hail to pick up our ration, I sn.itchcd two extra 
pieces of bread when the guard wasn't looking. Liu gave me a 
long stare when I handed him his unexpected bonus. But he held 
his tongue 

Twenty-four hours later I tried the stunt again, but this time 
the warder stopped me as I was walking back to the cell and 
made me show my basin. Seeing the extra loaves he gave a little 
hiss of surprise and immediately denounced me for stealing 
from the government. I didn’t care. By then I was shamelessly 
given over to the need for food When the warder threatened 
me, I glowered at him sullenly and shrugged. 

Still, I hadn’t taken leave of my senses enhrely. When he 
ordered me to write a confession and an apology, I complied. 
Stealing is one thing, but refusing to confess is an attack at the 
very foundations of the state. I wrote out two little documents : 
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Today I stole two extra pieces of bread at mealtime. That is, 
I stole govemment property. I promise not to do it again. I hope 
the authorities wiU help me to avoid a repetition of this 
behaviour.’ 

Today I acted m a disrespectful manner to the guard I for- 
got who I was I was not feeling normal at the tone I hereby 
promise that I will do my best not to repeat this kind of action.’ 

That night I was called m for a predictable scoldmg. ‘It’s hard 
to be good on an empty stomadi,’ I told the warder ‘When 
you’ve been hungry as long as I have, it’s almost impossible.* 
‘Don’t be impatient, Bao Yon won’t be here long ’ 

It was strange He sounded positively teassunng. The next 
motmng when I went to fetch breakfast for the three of us, the 


guard told me to take nme loaves - three apiece I wondered if 
It was a trap, but took them anyway. 

‘Orders from the ideological warder,’ the guard said Even to 
this day I feel warmth and gratitude to that man for those pieces 
of bread. Less than a week afterward Lm and I were transferred 
back in with Bartek The guard told me I would be allowed to 
read all his magazines and books provided we conversed to- 
gether only in Chinese That began for me a short interlude in 
which for once, in spite of the ever-present hunger, I was able 
to remove myself from the cant of the stndy sessions and ex- 
aminations of conscience and allow my spirit a certain measure 
of flight Bartet’s eoUection mcluded, beyond the inevitable 
Pshng Review, Soviet Literature Magazine and Russian edi- 
tions m English of A Tale of Two Cities, Nicholas NicUeby 
and Oliver Twist. In a copy of the Moscow New Times I read 
that Boris Pasternak had slandered the Soviet people with his 
new book Doctor Zhivago When I took breaks from readmg, I 
jomrf Bartek and Liu in workmg the mmor miracle that con- 
osted of mamtaming the fire m our stove. The prison-issue coal 
balls were meagre things compounded of compressed coal dust, 
bite of wood and dry dirt To keep them from expiring in the 
old iron stove one of ns had to watch over fiiem with all the 
cmessmg attention we might lavish on a siddy newborn child 
We sat around the stove dnnkmg hot water, occasionally toast- 
mg our pitiful htUe combread and talking It was on one of 



those intenniDable, bone-chilling and eventless 'winter days tha 
Bartelc told us of how he happened to land in jail. 

Baitek*’ was a Pole, a good Cathohc who grew up an a wealth 
merchant family m Harbin. He worked np a stamp business fo 
himself (quite lucrative m those days) and dabbled in real estat 
speculation. Eveiything considered, he was well off and happ' 
to be living in China. He eventually mamed a White Russiai 
girl who was now keeping him in relative luxury by sendini 
regular Red Cross packages from Australia. Like so manj 
others, Bartek had begun beading for trouble when the Civi 
War came to Shanghai. As the situation became more danger 
ous, the American forces hastily decided to clear out and con 
tracted with Bartek for the use of one of his empty warehouses 
It wasn’t until 1953 that the police decided to have a look 
around his storage depots. Fearing nothing, he showed them the 
invoices declaring the contents of the dozens of heavy wooden 
crates; curios, clothing and machine parts. The only problem 
was that when the Commuiusts pned the h’ds off, they fell upon 
stacks of well-oiled, high-quabty Yankee nfles. Searching fur- 
te, they discovered five thousand American dollars in small 
bills, forty bars of gold, bolts of rich cloth and several crates of 
grenades. 

Bartek was in deep trouble. The matter was important enough 
for the personal attention of the central authorities m Peking. 
They hustled him off to the capital - not Grass Mist Lane at 
first, but the exclusive little pnson of the ministry of pubhc 
security, the very top rung of them all Bartek stayed on there 
a month, and the living was easy Among other VIPs sharing 
space with him, he heard, were Fecteau and Downey, the two 
American CIA agents shot down over Manchuria during an 
abortive spy-drop in the Korean War, as well as the crew of the 
CB-29 reconnaissance plane, who were later released thanks to 
the intervenfion of Dag Hammarskjold The food was good, he 
recalled, three meals a day. Breakfast was the traditional English 
spread, supplemented with fned peanuts, rice and salted vege- 
tables. At noon there was Chinese steamed bread with meat 

•As late as December 1975, 1 received reliable mfonnabon teat Bartek 
IS stiil being cooBned in n Chinese prison m the Peking area. 



or fish and for supper the same Bartdc landed on the cold con- 
crete floor of reahty when he was transferred down with us in 
Grass Mist Lane The interrogators had never accepted his plea 
that he knew nothing of the contents of the crates They accused 
him of preparing to command a guerrilla action 
Bartek went through fifteen interrogations and was tried in 
late 1957, long before I met him Unfortunately, he was stub- 
born He rebelled when he learned that his sentence was to be 
five }ears in prison and confiscation of all his goods and pro- 
perty. He was prepared to take the five years, but balked at 
losing everything he had spent his life workmg for Bartek 
appealed Evidently, he could not accept the dementary truth 
that any wise prisoner learns as second nature In China an 
appeal against a sentence means the prisoner is not repentent for 
his cranes and has not accepted the government’s lemency. Ipso 
facio. It IS proof that he has not learned his lesson An appeal, 
therefore, is a demand for further pumshment 
At the appeal tnal the government pressed a single charge 
and exhibited a single piece of evidence, an old photograph It 
show ed Bartek m Harbin in 1934, posmg with a Samurai sword 
The area where he was posing was controlled by the Japanese 
at the time and he and some friends had been mvited by a 
Japanese officer to come to the scene of a recent skirmish with 
the Chinese rebels Not thinking of any consequences, Bartek 
posed with the sword He was charged with having participated 
in a massacre of Chinese patriots His sentence was changed to 
hfe 

Johnson Wong was wath us m the ceU because he, too, had 
appealed Arrested long before me, he had been sentenced to 
twenty }ears He had not gone beyond the first year when he 
decided he had been unjusUy treated. Foohsh man As an appel- 
lant he had to go through the entire Grass Mist Lane routine 
all 01 er again and prepare himself once more for the second 
tml (hat was his right by law Johnson had a special usefulness 
for us because he had already been through the Transit Centre, 
our noct stop along the road to the camps The work was hard, 
he warned m, but at Ic-st the food problem would finally be 
lOntJ - in tlic Transit Centre eicryone could eat his fill It was 



a joyous prospect, but illusiousty : Johnson had passed through 
the Transit Centre in the old days before rationing What he 
didn’t realize was that conditions there would be exactly the 
same as in Grass Mist Lane. After about one week with us 
Johnson left to face his new interrogation and trial. I saw him 
again two years later, in the camps. His sentence, too, had been 
(hanged to life, 

1 took another important step along the road to the camps 
late in December, when I was urgently summoned back to the 
interrogation centre for my version of what is known m China 
as a trial. Being the period of the Great Leap, the order of the 
day was still to do everythmg ‘qmckly, well and with economy*. 
Consequently, the court came to me, in a free room back where 

1 had started everything in Grass Mist Lane I was only one of 
many to be tned, and the atmosphere around the huge, dossier- 
covered table was one of bustlmg efficiency 

‘This is not an mterrogation,’ the prosecutor announced. “You 
are here for your tnal You are not obhged to say anythmg You 
Will answer only when you are told to. We have chosen someone 
for your defence.’ 

The usual clerical preliminaries of name, former address, etc., 
took only a moment, following which the prosecutor read aloud 
my Statement By My Own Hand and his own official incul- 
pation: 

You have been charged with the following crimes - 
I. Collecting information for impenalist powers 

2 Engagmg m illegal activides and transactions prejudicial to the 
economy of the state 

3 Spreading rumours with the Intention of creatmg confusion 
among the masses. 

4 Slandenng, calummzmg and insultmg the Chinese Communist 
Party, the Qnnese People’s Repubbe and the leadership thereof 

3. Distributing imperialist propaganda with the intention of dis- 
ereditmg the Chinese People's Republic and the people’s democ- 
racies of the sociahst camp, and in a vain attempt to eorrupf 
Qnnese youth 

6. Undennimng the good relatons which exist between China and 
vanous friendly nations. 


SI 



I admitted that I had nothing to retract from my statement 
and that the accusations were true and just. The prosecutor 
called on my defence lawyer, a young fellow of about thirty in a 
Mao suit Hisplea was concise and to the point. 

The accused has admitted these crimes of his own free will 
Therefore, no defence is necessary.* 

The prosecutor sent me back to my cell and urged me to de- 
mote my tune to furthering my studies before sentencing. 

About a month passed before anything more happened Dur- 
ing that dreary time the only thing 1 remember with any clanty 
was a Struggle session in which I was a direct participant The 
cells were emptied and about a thousand of us were herded out 
into a big courtyard next to the mam building. The cadres in- 
structed us to go to the latrmes quickly, since the meeting was 
to start at 1 30 sharp and there would be no departures allowed 
Off we trooped, heads bowed, m silent pairs. The guards had 
prepared things for us by laying straw mats on the frozen earth 
as an elementary proteebon against the dampness Everyone 
was bundled up as warmly as be could, but we had no proper 
Winter dothmg, nght from the start we were shivering as we 
fiuddled together A ring of soldiers surrounded us Up on the 
roofe the guards were silhouetted against the pearl-grey Feb- 
ruary sky 


Our Victim was a middle-aged prisoner charged with having 
a e a false confession He was an obstinate counterrevolu- 
ouary, a cadre shouted out to us through a cardboard mega- 
actions he was to serve as an example for all the 
hein 0'“' enthusiastic participation could 

dirf iMrr. ° ^ frank admission of his sms I never 
a mat h He satin the little open Space without 

fare twT ^ obstinate pnsouer.’ we screamed ‘Confess or 
shehtlv These sorts of imprecations may sound 

real and franchf™ Chinese they are terrifyingly 

framework of 

thousand men a ^ oounsel or fnend. And when a 

wousand men are shouting at once 
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say anything - truth or false- 



hood, that wasn’t our concent - we drowned him with roaring 
cries of Xiarl’ ’Scuml’ Or even 'Son of a bitch!’ Ttus time 
there was no one to reproach us for this breach of the rules, as 
Loo had done in the study sessions. 

‘Is he telling the truth?’ howled out the cadre, hopping ener- 
getically from toot to foot. 

■No I’ We all hooted in derisive unison. The Struggle con- 
tinued for three mote hours like this, and with every minute that 
passed we grew colder, hungrier and meaner. A strange, animal 
frenzy built within us. I almost think we would have been 
capable of tearing him to pieces to get what we wanted. Later, 
when I had the time to reflect, I reahzed that of course we 1^ 
been Struggling ourselves at the same time, mentally preparing 
to accept the government’s position with passionate assent, 
whatever the merits of the man we were faemg. Our victim 
finally reached a point where he couldn’t bear it any longer. He 
raised his bead and cried out directly at the guards ; 

“Don’t waste their time any longer. Punish me according to 
the regulations.’ , _ 

It was a request that was defiance at the same time The 
guards came forward with the chains he had earned by his ob- 
durate attitude. In front of us tiiey hammered home the rivets 
to his fetters and irons. 

A week afterward the warder cafied me to his office to show 
me a document, written m Chinese, in which I formally requra 
ted the honour of going to a labour unit and waived 
to stay on in the Interrogation Centre I signed instantly. Wi 
in a few days I was transferred to the Transit Centre Anthony 
Liu came with me We had joy in our hearts. 



C3iapter Five 


It was in a convoy of closed flatbed trucks led by police jeeps 
that the batch of jailbirds including Wang and me arrived at the 
Transit Centre, commonly known to prisoners as the South 
Compound, to guards as the Peking Detention Centre and to 
the outside world as Peking Experimental Scientific Instruments 
Factory. Nicely situated next to the lovely Tao Ran Ting Park, 
it IS the standard next stop for prisoners who have completed 
their interrogation and are awaitmg their court appearance, 
sentebcmg or assignment to another pnson or camp Depending 
on whether we had been sentenced, we were all portentously 
categorized as ‘prisoners whose fate has already been decided* 
or ‘prisoners whose fate has not yet been decided*. Wang and I 
were m the second group As we climbed down from the trucks 
and assembled m the yard, we had a chance to inspect the place 
In front of us angled out the two great grey brick arms of the 
four-storey mam building, designed in the form of a K Behind 
os, past the administration buddings and over the twenty-foot 
fence that runs along the pubhc road called Ban Bu Chiao, we 
could see the loommg form of what I learned later was the 
Boys* Reformatory, for dehnquents under seventeen Behmd 
and to one side of the K Budding was the red brick, three-storey 
Techmcal Budding, home for the prisoners who were engmeers, 
architects, physicists, translators, etc - the mtellectuals who did 
the paper work for the various enterprises of the South Com- 
pound In addition to the other various shops, storerooms and 
staff quarters, one particular budding magnetically drew the 
attention of every one of us standing out there in the cold the 
central kitchen Great clouds of steam — the hve steam always 
used in Chinese prisons to cook the hard, moist, commeal 
wo ton - billowed up from the vent holes. It was the biggest 
S4 



kitchen I had ever seen. It looked like a factory in itself. We 
regarded it with hnngry fascination. 

Next to the Jdtdien was a much smaller, L-shaped building, 
hunched up against the angle of the wall. That was death row, 
we later learned. Adjoining that were rows of solitary cells, 
which I was to try before too long The whole ugly group was 
known to the prisoners as the Northwest Comer. The name 
rang with a menace that quickly became a stock part of every- 
one’s persona] vocabulary; Look out, or you could end up in 
the Northwest Comer. 

It was eleven in the morning when Wang and I set foot inside 
K Building. If any place ever deserved to be called infernal, this 
was it. It was h'ke walking into a Hieronymous Bosch fantasy. 
We found ourselves in a vast, draughty central hall that rose 
four storeys to a glass ceiling. There was a pervasive odour of 
creosote. Around the hall ran the open faces of the four floors 
and fixed on one of them was a monstrous colour poster of a 
worker, gazing down sternly with a sheaf of paper in his hand 
and pointing with his right hand like the famous Uncle Sam 
recruiting poster. Underneath was an admonition in large blacdc 
ideograms: 

To damage a book leaf is to ruin an entire book. 

To ruin an entire book is to depnve one person of the chance for 
education. 

There was no doubt that we had amved in a deadly serious 
place. Everywhere there was an mtense, frenzied, antlike acti- 
wty. Men mshed back and forth before us, toting stacks of 
hook leaves three to four feet high, disappearing into doorways 
and then popping out into view agam on the steps leading up to 
the different floors. The dm of hammering and footfalls on die 
cement stairways echoed off the shmy grey concrete floor to 
create a background for the piercing tenor voice of the agitprop, 
who moved from floor to floor setting his stool up in a comer 
and standing with notes m one hand and a tm megaphone in the 
other. His job was to encourage production He never stopped. 

'Cell Number 17 has issued a challenge to cell Number 1,’ 

I heard him shout 



A guard led us up to the third floor, where a prisoner opened 
an iron gate to let us pass into the comdor. Wang and I were 
assigned to B Section of the Third Brigade, and a trusty led us 
down the comdor lined on both sides with the wooden doors 
of communal cells Along both walls were prisoners sitting on 
their haunches folding book leaves while others bound them 
into packets All this activity left very httle room and we were 
obhged to pick our way carefully through them as if we were 
on a mountam path No one spoke. It was quieter here than m 

the central haH - nothing but grunts and the slapping of bamboo 

against paper The cell doors were all open Inside, the com- 
munal plank beds had been dismantled to form two large work 
tables per cell Each table had eight men to a side and everyone 
was feverishly folding bookleaves They didn’t have many 
machines in China then, but there was plenty of prison labour. 

It didn't look to be very hard work Each leaf, about three 
feet by two, had to be folded four times onto itself and then 
stacked on the side On the wall of each cell a pnnted notice 
spelled out what was expected of us : 

The target set by the government is 6,000 leaves The average 
output is 4,500 The begmnor’s norm is 3,000 All must strive to 
surpass their targets 

Mealtime was called as we stood in the hallway Our trusty 
told us to wait, we would tbke ours right there \^^en the food 
detad came through, we each got a coarse porcetam bowl and a 
pair of chopsticks A second prisoner followed with a wide 
basm full of warm combread loaves and gave us three apiece. 
They were smaller than the wo'tou m the interrogation centre 
but also heavier, since they had been compressed so that mote 
of them could fit on the steaming trays Shaped mto cones per- 
haps four mches high, they resembled tall bullets Was this what 
Johnson Wong meant about better food, we both wondered 
The soup the third man ladled out was richer than usual, 
though, and in with the potato peels there were little chunks of 
potato and even a httle fati What a joy that was Sittmg on our 
bedrolls, Wang and I gobbled it down. 

A warder appeared with long foolscap forms that we were to 
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fill out for onr personal files. Once again, for almost two hours, 
I wrote a synopsis of my life history, the motive for my arrest, 
my interrogation and sentence. When we had finished the forms 
another warder assigned us to our cells. Mine was Number 14. 
The cell leader gave me a cursory greeting, motioned me to a 
spot on the bed-bench and told my neighbour to show me 
how it Was done Bamboo stick in hand, I labonously started 
folding. 

We worked until 6 pan , broke for the evening meal (exactly 
the same as lunch) and then continued again until 730, when 
a warder in the corridor gave the signal to quit, wash up and 
get ready for the study session. We stacked the finished reams, 
labelled them with our numbers and piled them out in the corri- 
dor for picking up. I had managed only 300. 

With practised precision my cellmates hefted the table planks 
and replaced them to form the two communal beds with the 
narrow aisle between them. When we were all seated cross- 
legged on the beds a trusty came in with a shoebox containing 
each man's cigarette packs. Fresh from the interrogation centre, 
I had neither tobacco nor money to buy it, so I went without. 
The study session was to be on the Great Leap Forward. 

One of my cellmates explained the ration system, vduch was 
a model of simplicity : A prisoner’s food depended on his pro- 
duction. My portions as a begmner would be low, and I had two 
Weeks to reach a level of output that would either mamtain it at 
fiiat level, raise it to first class - or drop it down to a punish- 
ment level But beyond production, he warned me (and 1 could 
have guessed anyway), a prisoner’s attitude was equally im- 
portant for detennmmg rations. Even a good folder could fall 
down to subsistence rations if he worked without evident en- 
thusiasm, or if he sloughed oS in study sessions. 

Rations were divided into four categories: begmner, hght 
labour, heavy and punishment. The rate for beginners - those 
Who could not fold aminimiim of 3,000 leaves - was calculated 
at 14 kilos, 250 grammes of cereal per month - about 3 1 pounds 
^ all. This might not seem too bad, were it not for toe fact that 
our diet contained almost no fat, therefore obfigng our bodies 
to serir toeir force from starch alone. Meat was almost unknown 
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except on festive occasions — and it was only rarely that the 
cooks found a little grease to add to the com mush or vegetable 
soup. As a beginner I would spend my first two weeks having 
two bowls of com mush kasha m the monung, vegetable soup 
with three wo’tous at lunch and the same for supper The cooks 
had so perfected the system for mafang wo’tous that any one of 
the sixteen loaves that came from a bio of commeal would 
always weigh exactly the same as another This was important 
for morale The prisoners always watched each other’s rations 
like hawks, wary lest someone else receive a few grammes more. 

The light labour ration, which arrived at 3,000 leaves, was 
considerably more - just over 41 pounds a month, and it trans- 
lated mto tWe extra wo’tous a day The heavy labour raton - 
6,000 or more leaves, rose to something over 43 pounds, or five 
more wo’tous per day than the beginner In addition, the expert 
folders got one meal of wheat-flour bread the fifteenth of every 
month and one of nee on the twentieth The purushment ration 
could be anything the warders decided 
What created harsh animosities was the mixmg of different 
levels of rations in the same cell - a common occurrence, and 
one that a good cell leader fried by all means to ehminate The 
vegetable soup was thicker than m the mterrogation centre, and 
It was said that a prisoner m sohtary could tell the seasons by 
noticing the different vegetables that composed his soup I 
figured that it cost the Chinese People’s Government $3 00 to 
feed one prisoner for one month This mcluded the meat we 
were given on Chinese New Year 
When the study session was finished and it was time for hghts 
out, a warder came to our door for roll call The for^ of us 
were too many for the cell to hold, even m the tight conditions 
normal for Chinese jails Twelve of us slept on each big bed, 
four more on the floor space of the aisle between and then four 
more on a set of planks laid over them, mabng the aisle a 
double berth The remaining eight moved out and slept in the 
corridor We were so tightly shoebomed into our spots that no 
one dared move, let alone get up to go scrambling over the su- 
pine bodies to the latrine When we were awakened the next 
morning, I was surprised to leam that it was only 5am 
SS 



*1 didn’t think we got np nnfil six,’ 1 remarked to one of my 
cellmates. 

’Shao shuo hua’ - ‘Shut up’ was his only answer, tossed over 
his shoulder as he began disassembling the bed. Within a few 
minutes the work benches were formed up again; without a 
word everyone had tossed his bedroll into a little heap in the 
comer, seized a bamboo stick, took his place on the bench and 
began folding leaves. I watched it all stupidly until one of them 
shouted at me to get going. Groggy and confused, I started fold- 
ing. By ^e time I had finished my first ieaf the man next to me 
had done a dozen or more. 

It wasn’t until 6.30 that the trusty came by with breakfast 
Still naive, I put down my stick and made ready to eat My 
neighbour gave me a dirty look. 

‘Here we eat while working ’ 

The trusty placed a saucer of salted vegetables and a small 
bow] of com mush on the table before each one of us. To a man 
my cellmates slopped down the vegetables and plunked their 
portions of mush down on the floor to let it cooL Right now the 
only thing that mattered was to fold and fold. 

The rapeiienced prisoners knew it was 10 a.m. when the 
music from the loudspeakers in the yard meant the guards were 
doing their calisthenics. Ten was an important hour. The rule 
of thumb was that if a prisoner hadn’t ^sbed a quarter of his 
daily quota by then he wouldn’t make it at aD. At lunchtime we 
oh drank down our soup with hardly a hitch in the rhythm. By 
the end of the day I had done only 1,500; even 3,000 seemed 
hke an impossible dream. My arms were so stiff it hurt me to 
move them, and my back felt as if it had been sledgehammered 

Three days afterward I was caDed m for a routine medical 
worn. It was nothing special, only the most cursory of check- 
ups, except that for the first time since my arrest I saw myself 
in a full-length mirror. I was appalled. My weight bad dropped 
to 110 pounds, and the skin hung loosely on my frame, blue and 
cuUoused where it had been in contact with the benches, ashen 
elsewhere. I couldn’t sleep that night. 

Directly after the meical exam I had the good luck to be 
transferred to Section A of the Third Brigade, where I joined a 
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much less crowded cell - only twenty-two in all. The cell leader 
was a handsome young boy of only twenty-one named Howe, a 
native of the northeast who was in for twenty years because 
of an intemperate speech dunng that great flytrap of the Hun- 
dred Flowers He came from a good bourgeois family and even, 
he told me, had a girlfriend m Canada, I was suiprised and 
pleased fa see that he knew as many American traditional tunes 
w I did, and we used to break the monotony of folding by 
hufflttung along together as we folded I suppose the irony of the 
tons of ‘My Old Kentucky Home’, ‘Swanee River’, and even 
^ng Long Ago’ sweeping out of a cell populated exclusively 
y Oriental jailbirds was lost on the occasional guard who 
passed by 


In spite of his educated and even pnvileged background, 
Howe was a prodigiously energetic worker, and he constantly 
encouraged me to get my output up He paid only the basically 
required Iipservice to the didacticism that old Loo took so much 
0 hMrt m the Interrogatiott Centre and aimed only at getting 
us all first-class rations. With all his good will, though, the only 
route to those ratons was increased production. 

By the end of March I was up to 3,500 leaves and the light- 
labour ration The important thing was to start each day with a 
personal goal to aim for, Howe told ns, and thereafter we an- 
nounced our plans every morning, dehberately committing our- 
seivM to a target Of course we never had the time to read onr 
wor , nt we folded quite a variegated selection of material over 
j DicUonary, a simphfied manual of 

worfs and phrases with explanations of historical events and 
tenninology; technical textbooks on electnci^ 
polm^ly onented mysteries published by the Popular Press 
of *e Mimstry of Public 
cdition^nf n catchmg spies; a de luxe 

ferns ct pf raaEazines such as Harvest and Prob- 

r ioCTuf/JTO. and, lasdy, Mao’s works and 

the New Chinn our output was bound it was sent to 

0 to toe outlet downtown, 

for sale to toe general pubhe. Howe told us that hand labour 
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was preferable to the mechanical devices available then because 
the machines weren’t reliable. Prisoners made fewer mistakes. 

It was during this period of apprenticeship that I saw my first 
show in prison. The ostensible occasion was International 
Women’s Day, but there was an ulterior purpose. Little matter 
Live entertainment would be a welcome break from the study 
session routine At 6.30 in the evemng, just after supper, we 
bundled up in our warmest clothes and filed out two by two 
mto the courtyard, each one of us carrying a bit of doth to pad 
his poor, shrivelled ass. It was getting dark as we took our 
places. 

How come you’re not smoking?’ 

Like everyone else, the man sitting next to me had lit up as 
soon as he sat down I had seen him m the corridor, but didn’t 
know him personally. 

1 don’t have any cigarettes.’ 

Without a word he handed me one of his own - Big Fortune 
brand, one of the cheapest produeed m China. But it tasted fine 
It was the first I had smoked smce my arrest more than fifteen 
iDonths before 


I don’t have anything I can give you in exchange,’ I said. 

‘That’s all right. Good things should be shared.’ He handed 
roe four or five more. ‘Maybe I’ll see you in the camps some 
day. It’s a small world You can pay me then.’ 

I never did run into him again, but his gesture was the first 
**ample I had of the spontaneous generosity that was usually 
roe rule in the camps. 

The evening’s spectacle told the story of the Hsmg Kai-Hu 
labour camp in Manchuna, and it was entitled 'The Dam’ It 


was the opemng salvo and central masterpiece of the Mobihza- 
^on Campaign for attracting volunteers to the camps on the 
Sino-Soviet border. 


We all knew something about these camps, of course The 
Barren Lands, they were called, and they were a nch source of 
folklore Heroic tales of exemplary Communist enterprise 
flowed from them as naturally as they did from the war years, 
for the Barren Lands were one of the greatest challenges the 


Pai% had ever tackled. For centunes it had been known that 
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productive for agncnltoie, but no one had ever been able to 
overcome the obstades of climate. Even the gifted and industri- 
ous Japanese gave up after spending fourteen years (and 
thousands of Clunese lives) labouring to reclaim the land. The 
Nationalists hardly even bothered to try The first batch of Lao 
Gai prisoners - 4,000 of them - arrived there from Pehng in 
1954 and was producing food within two years By the tune of 
the Great Leap, 1558, there was enough food connng from the 
Barren Lands to feed a miUion people for a year. There were 
nine camps up there, spread out flirongh sixty-four villages. 

Hsmg Kai-Hu inspired strangely mixed emotions in us begin' 
nets On the one band, life in Manchuria was commonly ru- 
moured to be far more healthy than what we were now under- 
going The eating was good, we heard, consistmg mainly of 
soybeans, some wild boar meat every now and then, plenty of 
fish, poultry and eggs, and even milk, since the government had 
installed processing and cannmg factories up there What was 
more, the earher hatches of prisoners to be sent up were ac- 
corded the indulgence of bnngmg them famihes with them as 
nuclei for future settlements, rather in the same way as in the 
foundmg of modem Austraba Those were appetizing details, 
but the harsh sides of life in the north were even more notori- 
ous The winter temperatures dropped to as much as forty 
below often enough for some newly arrived prisoners to have 
died from sunply mhahng the aur without a mask, theu lungs 
and throats frozen Since the whole area was marshland, sum- 
mw brought not only heat but the plague of mosqmtoes as well 
- huge, tough mosquitoes that could sting through two layers 
ofshirts 


So we didn’t know Somewhere along the Ime, m God knows 
w&at central planning office, some mtelhgent bureaucrat With 
®’^wicnce apparently bad figured that a good way to 
produce a full-scale recruitment 
Tn^tr^i ‘ hundred-strong cast of the New Life 

by tune we 

S™ to a level of tech- 

at I am convinced the very same show couJd 
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ran and make money on Broadway. And who knows? Pro- 
bably even produce more volunteers. 

The stage darkened and the narrator came forward under a 
little spotlight He looked like a true Chinese hero m his splen- 
didly tailored Mao suit. The man who had slipped me the cigar- 
ettes was unimpressed by his glamour. 

‘If he’s one of us,‘ he whispered, 'he must be pretty special.’ 

In a way he was nght. Chances were that he had been a suc- 
cessful theatre or film actor who had been done in by his per- 
sonal hfe. Almost all theatrical troupe prisoners had been 
arrested for fornication, adultery, household-breaking or sus- 
pected homosexuality. 

‘Schoolmates,’ he shouted in the dramatic, stentonan tones 
common to spectacles in people’s democracies everywhere, ‘we 
come here from the great barren northeast The show tomght 
tells of the beginnings, struggles and future of the Hsing Kai-Hu 
camps We come before you tomght because we need your col- 
laboration. These camps are testimony to the greatness of the 
programme of Reform Through Labour. Please watch and 
listen closely and try to understand our pride. This is a success 
story]’ 

From the wings two others in Mao suits strode out bearing 
themockup of a large book. Across the front the title was writ- 
ten in huge letters ; TH B D A M, As the two actors opened the 
book to the first page, the lights came up and the stage sets 
displayed a rough, overgrown, marshy swampland. Rrom stage 
right an old couple in traditional peasant work clothes trudged 
wearily on their way, passing directly over the marsh. Towards 
riage centre they both began to sink; the more the old man 
struggled to free his wife the deeper they descended. Presently 
the lights dimmed and only two gnarled, grasping hands showed 
above the surface. 

The second tableau brought dozens of optimistic settlers 
bustling around the area during the years of the Great Famine, 
The climate and the fickleness of the soil doomed their efforts, 
though, and the tableau ended with a field of bones bleaching in 
the sun. The third tableau illustrated the war year of 193 1, when 
the Japanese occupied Manchuria and drove something like 
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teams ploughing the soil hy brute force. From tune to tune a 
team would sink into the quicksand and even, occasionally, the 
Japanese overseers with them 


And so it remained untd 1945, when the Nationahsts took 
over, They were the fourth tableau, made up mostly of property 
OTOOT and generals, none of whom felt any Merest either in 
^ fste of the Chinese people or the barren lands. Such was 
their scorn that they left the lands untouched, sometunes ex- 
c ging chunks of land as bribes or presents. The place was as 
Md as a moor, and covered by a semipeipetual fog. And then, 
^h the fog and murk, there came the tiny hmt of a point 
0 temess, growing slowly into the unmistakable ray of arising 
™i. The red glow grew larger and stronger, and it dowly lifted 
om horizon, to become - Mao, nsmg m the easti The 
A-Joeration was upon us 

But what sort of Liberation is this?’ asked one of the actors 
***** reputed to be so nch is left unfilled and 
as well as the people. But 


th people had been undergoing the hardships o 


form an artificial lake ^ ^ **“ 

soybean, maize anrf c ***** plantmg with 

began work on The n°*^*^****^ dauntless prisoners 

^sa wort on The Dam on the firat day of 1955. even though 



Ihe temperature was forty below and they stiU had no barracks 
to live in. It was eight months before The Dam was finished, 
and three dozen workers had perished. These exemplary deaths 
had occurred when the earthworks gave way and the waters 
came flooding through. Most of the men drowned while trying 
to block the water flow, and they were all given the exceptional 
honour of posthumous rehabilitation, from Enemies of the 
People to Model Workers Their families in the villages were 
no longer required 'to wear the black hats of relatives of ene- 
miis of the people’ and could thenceforth refer to themselves 
os ‘families of heroes who contributed to the building of 
socialism’. 

Once The Dam was properly completed, the following tab- 
leaux demonstrated, other teams set to maintaining the soil’s 
fertility by spreading dried wheat stalks and setting them afire 
for the rich ash that would remain behind Here, too, ten men 
died when they were caught by a sudden change of wind and 
engulfed in the flames. Like the others, they were upgraded to 
heroes 

Further tableaux showed the amval, late in 1955, of the Con- 
struction Battalion. The Construction BattahonI It is the most 
perfect Orwellian triumph of Chinese scientific socialist thought. 

Tit shall always remain my personal symbol for the masterpieces 
of absurd irony of which the human spirit is capable. The 
400-500 architects, supervisors, surveyors, transportation 
speciahsts, engineers, carpenters, masons, etc who constitute 
Its squads are entirely prisoners, m for bfe like the rest of my 
fellow students’. Their speciality, in fact their unique raison 
d eire was - is - to travel around China budding pnsons. Once 
they finish an assignment, they move on to another, packmg up 
their baggage, field kitchen and tools like some sort of Onental 
cirms, always perfecting their craft and winnmg red banners for 
their zeal and ingenuity. Prisoners make the best pnson- 
builders. 

Touched by the trials the Barren Lands settlers had under- 
gone growing food for the people, the Construction Battahon 
set new records, working day and night, and in little more than 
four months had bmlt some 1,000 umts or cells, comparatively 
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luxurious pnson houses of red brick with hollow walls where 
hearing fires could be ht. The solidarity between the scttlcis and 
the builders was exemplary 

The last scene brought us to the sixty-four villages that have 
now infused life into Hsing Kai-Hu, each one of them peopled 
by smilmg, enthusiastic and well-fed prisoners, happy to be 
building a New Life for themselves and their families We poor 


paper-folders shullled sdcntly back to our overcrowded cells, 
wishing we could be out of Pekmg and up with the heroes in 
Manchuria The show had succeeded as planned. 

The foUowing day was declared a period for rest and reflec- 
tion, Wo were herded from one lecture to another, all of than 
extolhng the joy and virtue of life in the northeast. New vd 
luges and farms were being planned and the stale urgently 
needed fresh hands to work them, at least 2,000 from our Tran- 
sit Centre alone But now the night’s sleep and the blatantly 
exaggerated optimism of the recruiting talks had dampened our 
enthusiasm. We began getting cold feet. The northeast camps 
did, indeed, sound splendid, but every prisoner knew he would 
never return from them, and never is a long time to be up on the 
frontier. If we could at least bnng our famihes ...? The re- 
cruiters cut these illusions short quickly Only a selected few 
would be permitted to bring their famihes. Families created 
more problems for the administration than they solved The 
government would decide who could bring his family — after 
everyone had volunteered. 


Volunteered? Even that, it turned out, was superfluous We 
soon found that the show and the p^ talks had been only ges- 
toes Once agam we had a demonstration of the party’s passion 
for to fom of things Early the next monung we were called 
out into the humid courtyard and formed up into long hnes A 
tou^ busmes^ character in a padded black Mao suit - no 
hortatory blandishments from himl - strode rapidly down the 
rows, looking and choosing. 

Tfl take this one. and this one, and yon, and you . . wo 

n^iin i'f ^ lotted down the numerical 

L wtonteer. Smee we were standing in ceU sleep- 

, oold be easy to fish up the names later Occasion- 
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aHy the selector would stop to ask a prospect if he had ever done 
any farm work. And then he went on. 

‘Okay, he’s quite fit, take him, yeh and that one, too . . 

The Germans, I couldn’t help thinking, chose them press- 
gangs of wartime factory workers m about the same way. 
Oh, my God - he passed me over. I was too thin for his 
taste 

Later that evening when we were back in our cells the war- 
ders called out the names of those who had been selected, and 
they were promptly marched out to another part of the com- 
pound to sleep. It was, hke a quarantine Then they locked ns in 
our cells Every damn door in the building was bolted. No one 
was allowed to sleep in the corridors. At three or four in the 
rooming we were all still awake and we heard the buses and 
trucks that had come to pick them up Twelve went from our 
cell. The next mormng life resumed as usuaL 

Paper folding was in such demand in those days that private 
citizens were encouraged to take bunches of leaves home with 
them to fold at job rates - the going price was the equivalent 
of thirty American cents per ttiousand We prisoners were 
credited ftiurely m theory) at the rate of thirty cents per thous- 
and Thus, an excellent folder could pay for his month’s food 
in a single day Little wonder we were constantly pushed to pro- 
duce more. By the time I moved away from the Transit Centre 
seven months later, I had almost no fingernails left and the little 
finger of ray n^t hand looked like a blackened twig But I was 
folding 10,000 leaves a day. I learned to respect books 

On April first the warder called me into his office to announce 
that my wife had come with a small packet for me - three packs 
of cigarettes and the equivalent of $1.50 in Chinese money I 
was bitterly disappointed at the penury of the gift - for that 
much she shouldn’t even have bothered I returned to the cell 
full of self-pity. It wasn’t until May, after I had been sentenced, 
that I learned how much that packet had represented to her. 

And then I saw Loo again. Poor Loo. I had left *e ceU for a 
minute to go to the latrine and there he was, shuffling quietly 
down the corridor I was delighted to meet him again 
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•Well, wdl, Loo; I said, 'what a pleasure tosee you. How are 
yon?' 

•Not good, Bao,’ he answered, and I could believe him He 
looked ternble 
•Have you been sentenced?’ 

•Very heavy, Bao ’ He shook his head like a man in a daze 
•Everything’s finished My wife’s divorcing me They gave me 
life.' 

'Even after all 3wur good behaviour?’ It really was amazmg. 
T don’t believe it myself. I don’t know what to do. Let’s not 
talk about it anymore It makes me too depressed.’ 

After that meeting I felt myself pursued by the nagging fear 
that I would never get out of prison, for if they were so harsh 
with Loo for his Nationahst past, how could they juiiga ®y own 
assoaation with the Americans and Bntish? Psychologically, I 
was already prepared to accept with gratitude anything less 
tbanhfe 

It was around this tune that I made the foohsh mistake of 
publidy openmg my mouth m opposition to the government 
line The Chinese army had just taken over Tibet, naturally 
enough, every cell was instructed to devote special study ses- 
sions to the ‘hberahon’ Howe dutifully read us the documents 
and newspaper accounts provided by the ideological warder 
and continued m the classical pattern by inviting us one by one 
to speak bis thoughts and analyse the situation Most of the cell- 
mates trotted out the atrociously racist old wives’ tales, which 
the Chmese have repeated for centuries, concerning the savagery 
of the Tibetan aristocracy, their penchant for killing Chinese 
by the hundreds, and even the story that they tanned their vic- 
tims hides and made dnnhng goblets from them skulls These 
banal stupidities bored me I tried to present thmgs more 
honestly, 


Since the party expects us to speak our minds,’ I began, T 
think that all these stones are just pretexts to justify our annexe- 
" of ftc temtory of Tibet What’s the use of inventing other 
rtMons? We in China have always been tau^t that Tibet is 

kind” We were sunply annexing our own 



Howe even congralulatcd me. *Bao,’ he said, ‘it was good that 
j ou got rid of the thoughts in your head,’ 

J felt momentarily proud, but I got the bill for my words 
later. 

Once a week we had a b.ith. It was a welcome break from the 
folding (fairly enough, the bathing time was deducted from our 
quotas) and meant a nice walk, but most of all it was a chance 
to savour the atmosphere of Prison Number One, where the 
bathhouse was located. Lying just beyond the wall to the east 
of our K Building. Prison Number One was like a dream for all 
of us It was a model Jail, a humane and decent place where the 
prisoners were truly happy. There was no rationing whatso- 
wer - a man could cat his fill - the work was real and digmfied 
and the prisoners sverc even paid for it Obviously, Prison Num- 
ber One IS still one of the best attractions of the standard Peking 
tour for foreign visitors, and they react predictably. How many 
pages of emotional praise have I read since my release con- 
cerning the wisdom and humanity of the Chinese prison system, 
ail of them due to the good offices of Prison Number One, I 
finally Was to have a brief stay there myself and I remember it 
With nostalgia, almost pleasure. 

The contrast between that paradise and our own beehive was 
appalling and depressing Not long after my first bathing trip 
across the wall I was visited with another httle object lesson m 
humility. I had developed a painfully virulent bod on the back 
of my neck, and Howe sent me to see the prison doctor, a 
character named Ma. I was flabbergasted when, instead of giv- 
ing me any treatment, he gave me hell for coming' 

'Bm-dan,' he shouted - good-for-nothing son of a bitch' - 
‘Don't you know where you are? This is a jail, and you’re here 
fo work. Get out of herel And the next time you’d better make 
sure you’re really sick before you come to see me ' 

He threw a couple of compresses at me and sent me packing. 
The worst of it was that he, too, was a prISoner. Howe shrugged 
and told me not to worry. Some men just couldn’t handle 
authority. 

On I3 April, my big day finally arrived - the sentence. I was 
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folding 4,500 leaves by then and already dreamng of maUng it 
to 6,000 so I would be ehgible for heavy rations. In the after- 
noon a guard called out my name and told me to go to the 
warder’s office, I dropped my bamboo stick and jumped up 
without even bothering to consider my appearance I was a 
pretty unappetizing sight Since it was hot and close in the cell, 

I was wearing only a pair of grey shorts, a dirty white under- 
shirt and shppers By now the best I could do for my bod was 
to cover it with my old handkerchief It wasn’t a very sanitary 
solution, but at least it ought keep the hce out of the wound I 
hopped over the piles of book leaves and burned down the 
comdor. In the warder’s office I met a handsome young man in 
an ohve drab jacket and blue pants 
This is a representative of the People’s Court,’ the warder 
said ‘He wants to see yon’ 

After the usual formahties - name, former occupation, ad- 
dress - he opened his briefcase and brought out a sheet of paper 
covered with Chinese characters • 

*yon have been called here to hear your sentence,’ he said He 
began reading from the paper. The accused is charged with 
having participated in the repression of the Chinese people by 
having been a faithful running dog of the (mpenahst powers, 
with engagmg in illegal activities and black marketing, with 
spreadmg rumours with the mtent of creating confusion among 
the masses, with slandenng the Chinese Communist Party and 
calunmizing its 'leadership and with distributing imperialist 
propaganda with the mtent of corrupting the Chinese people 

*The accused, havmg admitted all these crimes by himself 
under his own free will and under no pressure whatsoever, the 
People’s Government hereby sentences you, Bao Ruo-wang, to 
twelve years’ imprisonment, counting from the date of your 
arrest ou 27 December 1957 You will cany out this sentence lu 
umts of Reform Through Labour ’ 

Long Live Mao, I thought It could have been life or twenty 
years, and 1 was gettfflg only twelve Whatarehefl Ithmkthat 
at that moment I truly loved Mao, his pohee and the People's 
Courts 

My particular sentencmg process was unusually straight- 
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fomard and free of ru\^ jir^bably because I was a'torcigner. 
The parly decided I had Mn'iud hs'clvc years and that pxactly is 
whal they gave me. Tins was <Juiic different from the usual 
senlcneing'pf*’^*^'!'''''^' ® fcHoss’ prisoner, a former judge, ex- 

plained to me in the camps scseral years later 
First, he said, there is nothing in China to limit the sentencing 
power of the government 1 he common analogy is the rubber 
band - a sentence can be stretched or abbreviated, depending on 
dozens of nonobjcciivc factors A man sentenced to life might 
Weil become a free worker before his cellmate who was sen- 
tenced to ten years A committee of three or four persons who 
know the prisoner makes the judgement of sentence One of 
them might be a policeman who had been watching him on the 
outside, another the interrogator and another his scribe To- 
gether they decide on a fitting sentence and then, depending on 
their attitude toward the accused, begin embroidering on it. It, 
as m my case, the actual sentence was twelve years, they might 
announce twenty to him, or even life As always, the prisoner 
is told that he can lighten his sentence by making the necessary 
efforts and showing himself to be a model for the others. So 
perhaps after one year of furious effort he will be rewarded by 
a gift from the state ■ a sentence reduction from life to twenty 
years Radiant and grateful, be becomes even more so the 
perfect prisoner, and after three more years be is reduced to 
only fifteen years Two years later tlie sentence is reduced to ten 
years - ten more years only' Since he has already served five 
and continues to behave with zeal and gratitude, they wart nntrt 
he has served seven more (to make his original twelve years) I 
is at this moment that the government, m its generosity, decides 
on an amnesty Twelve years instead of life' The man becomes 
a free worker with a song m his heart, thinking only of he pmg 


to build socialism, 

Another interesting invention of the Chinese Communis is 
toe suspended death sentence - the exemtipn to be carried out 
only if the prisoner misbehaves tajiself- m S^e manner e er- 
mmed by his warders. It/tehds-^«rrfake model prisoners Lo 
n,.. .. . nrt 1 ifip.matiL (he was 



wonder where he is now), took H upon himself one day in 1959 
to explain and justify tlic system: 

Among the punishments to be meted out to the cnmimi dements 
of our countrj' there is one sanction called 'capitil piinishnienl with 
two years’ suspension of etcnition and forced labour ssiih obscr* 
ration of the effect ’ Impcnalisis have denounced this as a most 
Cruel punishment Wc say that U is the greatest possible clemency. 
The criminals thcmsehcs understand this Capitil punishment with 
suspension of execution giscs a last chance for reform to these pc^ 
sons living under the sword of the govemment. In f.ict, most of the 
criminals who receive this punishment me s ived Wliere was there 
ever, m ancient or modem tunes, in Chinn or abroad, so great an 
innovation? Where in the capitalist world can such a humanitarian 
law be found? (f’copfc'sfloif), 28 September 1959) 

‘Do you have any objections to tins?’ the court representative 
wanted to know Of course I did not 

‘Do you wish to appeal?’ 

God, no Bartcfc and all the other horror stories I had heard 
had cured me of that ’No,’ I said with emphasis. ‘1 realize I 
have the right to appeal, but I am sabslicd with my sentence. I 
do not Wish to appeal I only wish to sign my name.’ 

‘Raise your right hand,’ he ordered me ‘Do you hereby 
accept that yon were given a fair and just trial and a just 
sentence?' 

•fdo* 

‘Sign’ 

When I got back to the eeU I xvas bursting with joy I told 
Howe that I was the happiest man m the world He agreed that 
the sentence seemed an unexpectedly good one The soup tasted 
good that night Only after the hghts went out did I begin think- 
ing of what lay before me Ten more years It began to seem 
longer and longer. 



Chapter Six 


r launched my verj' first satellite right after the Anti-Lice Cam* 
paign. Ira not likely to forget either one of them The Anti-Lice 
Campaign opened one evening with a cell-by-ccll sweep through 
our living quarters, during which the guards gathered together 
all our clothes and bedding and handed out thin little blankets 
Ju return. The nights were still chilly then, and we huddled un- 
happily on the wooden benches, naked under our wraps, waiting 
for the crews to return with our garments, which were being 
steamed somewhere downstairs. By the time we got them back 
nearly an hour had passed. The bundles were still smoking and 
Warm when we undid them and as we spread them out we dis- 
covered that everything had assumed the same tone of uniform 
Srey. Not exactly the finest Ounesc laundering, that, but the 
woi^ part was that the delicious, steamy warmth quickly 
drained away, and we found ourselves in wet clothes lying un- 
der clammy blankets. It was temblo. We were colder than be- 
fore Hardly anyone slept and that was a pity because the very 
next evening, just before roll call, the warder hauled us out into 
the corridor to announce that we were given the honour of 
Isunching a satellite. 

A satellite signifies the highest production possible. The Chi- 
nese Commumsts adore industrial imagery and every style of 
Inbour, every manner of output, has a corresponding title or 
analogy Factory hands both inside and outside of prison have 
fneir achievements and status totted up at least every month, 
nffen their machines or vehicles are marked with appropriate 
®yniboIs. Thus the very best workers m those days found them- 
selves classified as rockets and the slower ones, progressively, 
aeroplanes, locomotives, automobiles, bicycles and finally ox 
narts.I knew one character m the South Compoundwho failed in 
hts Work so miserably that he rated not even an ox cart, but only 
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a turtle I That was a double humiliation, for a turtle is not only 
slow, but IS also the traditional Chinese unage of the cuckold 
Just to make things clear, they also gave lum a week of solitary. 

As I discovered on my first morning of folding, even our nor- 
mal work days surpassed the official standards, since we ‘volun- 
tarily’ arose an hour earher than the standard prison reveille 
tune m order to get folding as soon after five am as possible. 
On High Production Days fworlang funously and bitterly for 
. ') reveille was at 4 00 a m and on both rocket and satellite- 
launching days at 3 30 am In all, we worked about sixteen 
hours on satelhte days 

The production, warder bad a speech for us, as warders always 
do in China As anyone of any authority always does in China 
I can’t reproduce precisely the words he' used that first time I 
heard him, but it is the easiest thing in the world to summon 
back the rhetoric of exhortation I was to hear so often Picture 
a narrow prison corridor with 400 or 500 shabby men sitting 
Buddba-style on the concrete floor From the cells set into the 
walls around us the overflow of those who couldn’t find room 
in the hallway leaned over each other, cranmg their heads out 
of the doorways Before us, down by the iron-barred door, 
wearing a blue Mao suit with a padded overcoat, the warder 
stood on a stool haranguing ns through a tin megaphone In his 
right hand he had a tightly rolled magazine which he swung 
around, slashed and jabbed with, whenever his words required 
extra force This was how he spoke 

‘Tonight I have something very important to announce,’ he 
announced ‘Even though all of you are in this place undergoing 
Reform Through Labour, you know perfectly well what is hap- 
pening on the outside in society You hsten to the radio and you 
read the papers The government, in its concern for your cul- 
tural welfare and your ideological reform, sees to it that you do 
not lose touch with the great movements in our society Now 
you all know that the labouring masses are taking part in the 
Great Leap Forward Filled wiffi. revolutionary enthusiasm, 
they ha\e given themselves over to selfless labour so that they 
can carry out the directives of the party and the government, 
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TTicy arc determined to rcalirc the glorious goals that have been 
set lor them. Tliey are dctcmiincd to reach the industrial capa- 
city of England svithin fifteen years. Tljey have accomplished 
brilliant results that arc almost miracles. Immersed in their 
activities, they have forgotten what it is to cat or sleep. Tliere 
have been eases where workers stood twenty or even thirty 
hours by their machines. Sixteen- or eighteen-hour work days 
arc now common. Machines don’t need to rest All tlicy need is 
to be manned. 


"You who arc undergoing reform for your sins are expected 
to do no less than people on the outside. Because you sought to 
Undermine and destroy socialism, you arc now being compelled 
to take part in the construction of socialism. With this in mind, 
and with the first of May fast approaching, the government has 
decided to make tomorrow a Satclhtc-Launching Day By emu- 
lating the workers on the outside you will show that you, too, 
are willing to take part in the Great Leap Forward instead of 
lagging behind willi your pitiful production figures. The labour- 
ing masses arc working somctuncs under very trying conditions 
for the realization of sociahsm, even though iey have com- 
mitted no crimes. Do you think you should do any less than 
them? You, who are traitors to the new society, must work 
harder to redeem yourselves . 

‘Tomorrow you will increase your targets by 100 per cent. 
No one, 1 repeat no one, will be allowed to fold less than 6,000 
laaves Laggards will be treated as saboteurs and will have a 
of gruel in solitary. All cells which fail to attam the targets 
®at for them will go on a diet of com mush for one week. Before 
yon go to bed tonight each one of you will declare his norms 
for tomorrow, and the cells will set their targets on that basis. I 
Want these figures before eleven tonight And in case some of 
yon have some incorrect ideas, let me just tell you this ; It is an 
honour for you to be permitted to participate in the Great Leap 
■forward, because as far as society is concerned, you have 
already been wntten off.’ 


' Before we turned in that night Howe pledged us to something 
“ke 200,000 sheets. 
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After that the only thing that counted was to get to sleep as 
rapidly and as thoroughly as possible Sleep meant strength. 

At precisely 3 30 a m a trusty awoke us without dramatics, 
He stood down at the bottom o£ the hallway by the door with 
the iron bars and shouted out a businesshke command 

‘All right, everybody upl ’ 

That was aU there ever was to it - no whistles, bells or sirens, 
ffvea if he had wanted to stroll down the hallway he would 
have been blacked by the sleeping bodies) Within seconds of 
ae sound of his voice the building was echoing around me with 
ae claffeting dm of hundreds of men taking apart their plank 
beds Md rotacfcing the wood into the shape of the regulation 
work benches The prisoners who had slept in the hallway rolled 
their heddmg mto balls and stashed them behind their backs and 
M m the cells chucked ours wiUy-mlly into the small, cupboard- 
Me stowholes at fte head of fte beds TTierewas no time tofold 
Wankets Every second counted in 
donbiehml normal days we worked 

radl TlfTT'] “““““ the benches, 

half-asleep but ready 

suited in!cn * le get gomg as rapidly as possible re- 
of mv amazing behaviour patterns that toward the end 

after - whom ~ ^ ^l^anger J never noticed before or 

gone to bed ** *''* SateUite day We had 

e quick tno to th 2 am I crawled out of bed for 

entrance (o the iJ character was down near the 

“«-ng bolt upright la his 
rades slent W around him in the hallway his coffl- 

M waflw 1 don't know whether 

trwng to imnnw ^ norm, pr zealous and 

folding an *’“1 fhere he was, already 

come to that ^ half before reveille I wondered if I’d ever 

nia?atDrnl!.d‘'i,'’'S ‘’T’^lhne *hc bed, our orderly (a cell- 
and now flonne d .^d ° j * hook leaves together 

us Wenrenared ^ ®l®®hs of them down beside each of 
ur Weprepared our toilet kits -the square of towelhng. tbeall- 
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purpose enamel mug, the toothbrush and a shver of soap. 
Everything in its place, ready. Eadi of us squeezed a little tooth- 
paste onto the brush, laid it down next to the towdling, put the 
tube away - and started folding Once, twice, thrice, four times. 
Back and forth with the bamboo sticks, into the endless, mind- 
less ritual of folding each sheet four toes onto itself. The more 
regular and machinelike we made our gestures, the qmcker it 
went and the neater the creases. Everything out of to imnd. 
Concentrate on folding Bury yourself in it 

Outside, we could hear latnne call. 'Cell four,* to trusty 
called out or cell five or cell six, ‘get ready for toilet 1’ We went 
on folding. When our number came around, we jumped up m 
unison, scrambled to the door and trotted doubletoe to to 
washroom: eight taps with cold water running into a concrete 
trough set into one waE and a urinal and hnes of concrete 
latrine holes at to other. It never took a cell long to get its syn- 
chronization together: Half of ns rapidly brushed our teeth on 
to left while the others relieved tbanselves on the n^t. Then 
switch. Have a quick brush, suck up a mouthful of water, and 
ton hurry over to to hole in to floor, crossing to other cell- 
mates midway. Out with to htfle square of newspaper, ton trot 
hack to to cell, passing to next cell en route In to cell we 
hung our mugs up qn pegs, strung to towelhng on to overhead 
line to dry - and started folding again. 

No. Not right away. First we went through a httle ritual that 
Was part of the unique folklore of to Transit Centre - to ^u- 
^ug of three cigarettes, end to end. The point was to make one 
long cigarette that would last, because we were allowed to light 
Up only one a day. We knocked a httle tobacco from to end of 
to first one (to cigarettes we had were always loose and filled 
With to lowest quahty tobacco shards, so it was easy to empty 
them partially), stuck another into the opening and sealed to 
jomt with a bit of paper and a touch of paste from the big pot 
every cell had as part of its inventory, used for sticking labels 
onto the fim'shed book-leaf stacks. A third one finished up our 
Chinese version of a super-kingsize, and we were ready to go 
ngain The paste gave a weird taste, but what to helL A smoke 
Was a smoke. 
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•Here comes the light,’ Howe warned us presently. That was 
the best time of the day. when the light arrived The lightup 
worked id a chain that began down at the iron-barred door, 
when a warder strolled over and handed the trusty a single 
match and watched carefully as he ht his cigarette and put the 
match out Worbng slowly and calmly to keep from damaging 
the coal or mashmg the end, the trusty worked his way down the 
corridor, passing his cigarette one time only to each cell leader, 
who ht his own and handed it back The chain of ht cigarettes 
grew until the entire brigade was smoking from that single 
match, all of us with the same ludicrously long, drooping crea- 
tion It was good to smoke, and since this was a Satelhte day 
there was even the chance that we might get another light after 
lunch They did that sometimes to stimulate production 
By the time breakfast came at 7 a m , I had folded just over 
800 leaves, but most of the others had gone well beyond a thou- 
sand I was still clumsy compared to them, but it was coming, it 
was conung By the time I left the Transit Centre I could do 
more than 10,000 on Satelhte days Without moving from our 
places we gobbled down the food feverishly, begrudging the few 
seconds it took away from us The day passed in a weird, dream- 
like haze of the endlessly repeated motions of folding, never 
really broken by anythmg, neither rest break, studies nor meals 
We even tried to dnnfc as hWe as possible, to avoid having to 
squander a few minutes on pissing Somehow, we made the 
quota, even though I contnbuted less than my appointed share 
Tie others, the mote experienced hands, bad made up the dif- 
ference for me So everything was all nght We would hold onto 
our rations We went to bed at II 15, absolutely diz^ from ex- 
haustion hut, I suppose, happy. 

Our folding operation was, of course, only one of the several 
steps along the entire book-production hne The basic material 
was delivered to the Tkansit Centre already printed on massive 
sheets up to SK feet wide and four or five feet long After being 
cut in half by mechamcal kmves they became the reams or strips 
we folded mto the various sectiohs that constituted the books 
Each man’s daily output was then stacked, tied tightly into syffl- 
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metrical biwdles, labeUed vrith his name and cell number and 
Mally earned up to the fourth floor, where a machine punched 
three holes in the margins. 

On the fifth floor they were sewn. There, shifts of prisonera 
marked and sorted the sections into proper order and heaved 
them into 'yard-high wooden boxes placed on a reclining, V- 
saaped table under which they slept at night. Over by the win- 
ow was another long table, with clamps and a staphng machine 
powerful enough to pierce the entire thickness of a book. One 
prisoner clamped the pages firmly into place and rammed a 
staple through to hold them together in the form of 
e final book. This man’s mate was the sewer, who ran his line 

ough the three holes and then, when he had finished, removed 
the staple. 

The sewing sometimes wrought terrible damage to their ' 
n^, but the worst job of all in the Transit Centre belonged 
0 the runners who carried the folded leaves upstairs I mean 
tunners quite hterally. Each one of these coohes - there isn’t 
2ny better word to describe their work - serviced two binders, 
of whom had a daily quota of 700 booics. Fourteen hun- 
ed books a day they toted on their backs up the four flights, 
hiity or forty at a time, stacked on wooden planks attached to 
eir shoulders with a rough cord. They had to mu to make 
eir quotas, and if th^ ever stopped or fell, the man behind 
wrold run over them. Most of them were former students from 
eking Umversity who had made anti-govemment statements 
Bring the Hundred Flowers Resistors they were called They 
Only up for three-year stretches of Education Through 
oour, but they knew if they consistently missed their quotas 
eir Lao Jiao could be transformed into Lao Gai. They worked 
like hen. 

^e trick to folding book leaves is the old, universal system 
® black dots. We had to be careful not only to match up the 
ots along the borders of each sheet but also, obviously, to keep 
6 Order straight as well Woe to the man who damaged a page. 

permanently and vividly in rmnd the huge 
hanging in the central hall of K BuUdmg, the poster of 
6 accusing worker. At the end of each day, just before everung 
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study, a warder appeared for the damage check By then we had 
had a quick wash and were sitting cross-legged on the bed, ready 
for his visit It would have been the perfect time for a cigarette, 
but smoking was allowed only in the morning Howe took a 
sheet of paper and called off our names one by one, success- 
ively, we reported our personal damage counts Three or four 
were considered natural and inevitable and were generally passed 
over without comment, but anything beyond that could bring 
serious trouble Occasionally some of the more naive new- 
comers would try to feign low damage counts by hiding some 
of their sheets under the bed, but this sort of ruse was always 
discovered Nothing can be hidden in a Chinese jail At the end 
of the month we received marks on the basis of our output and 
damage record All of it went mto our dossiers, and all of it 
counted for our future 

One of the worst incidents our cell experienced happened in 
May, and iromcally enough the victim was one of the most skil- 
ful folders, a man named Hu Even on normal days Hu would 
turn out seven or eight thousand leaves He went so fast that his 
folding would be sloppy sometimes, but little matter - the bin- 
ders could fimsh it up for him, he figured Hu’s problem was 
that he was stubborn and couldn’t take criticism And he was 
illiterate It was toward the end of the evemng that Howe was 
called urgently from the cell When he returned, he was looking 
gnm and mean I had never seen him with that countenance 
before In his hand he bore a folded sheet, ready for the binders. 

Hu, you’re gomg to get it,’ he said bleakly ’You’re good for 
a week,’ 

Hu, understandably, was startled and angered. 'What dd you 
mean by that? What did I do? ’ 

What you did is temble, Hu I hate to speak of it, even ’ I was 
shocked to hear friendly old Howe speaking that way He soun- 
ded like Loo Hu sensed the same thing and reacted by lashing 

’Be careful what you’re saying, Howe You know I didn’t 
darnage more than five leaves all last week And in case what 
you re thinking about is the window, remember that I was the 
one who wanted to close it. The wind wasn’t my fault’ 

no 



Howe shook his head. *I wish it was only that, Hu, but you 
have caused grave losses to the state. You have caused terrific 
damage.’ 

‘Don't you go putting hats on me, Howe ’ Hu was quite angry 
now. By speaking of hats he was charging the cell leader with a 
frameup. 

‘I’m just telling you what they told me and what I saw with 
my own eyes, Hu. It’s not a question of five or six leaves. It’s 
300’ 

He blanched. That was a terrible accusation. 

‘That’s not possible.* 

•No?’ Howe held out the sheet he had brought with him. ‘Is 
this your work?’ , 

Hu leaned over and inspected it carefully, then nodded 
solemnly. ‘There’s nothing wrong with it * 

‘Look at the bottom, Hu. The numbers don’t follow. They 
start at 23 instead of 16.’ Long silence. “Now do you sUU say 
you didn’t make any mistakes?’ 

Hu went into solitary for that Jailers m China will give a 
man free time - release from study sessions, for example - to 
leam to read and write, so ignorance can never be used as an 
excuse Hu had no one to blame but himself. It was after his 
unhappy nm-m with a badly stacked pile of reams that I began 
seriously studying written Qunese with my cellmates By the 
time of my release I could read and write the language as well 
as I had always spoken it When Hu rejoined us after sohtary 
his face was grey He’d lost eight pounds. 

‘If it’s any consolation,’ Howe told him, ‘the guy who cut 
your paper and hned up the numbers got two weeks.’ 

At intervals throughout the year - it depended on how pro- 
duction was going - the cells were duected to organize their 
individual ration-votmg sessions. Ration votmg was one of the 
worst aspects of the penal system, for it tended to isolate one 
prisoner from another and create a tension that dovetailed per- 
fectly with the officially sanctioned Mutual Surveillance It got 
us in the belly, the one place where we were all vulnerable Each 
cellmate was bidden to assess the other, and when he voted, he 
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was told that he should consider attitude toward work as wdl 
as output Ihe form for the meetings was universal One by 
one, gomg by our Imeup and sleeping positions rather thM 
^i ptiai^Phral order, we made little individual speeches descnb- 
ing our past work, plans for the future and finished with a re- 
quest for food The others then commented and voted One of 
the early sessions I experienced will give a good idea of how the 
system works 

•My name is Bao Ruo-wang,’ I began in the proper form I 
am here for counterrevolutionary activities. The government 
has assigned me to foldmg book leaves and at present I am on 
the lighbduty rabon Since I am now up to 4,500 or 5,000 leaves 
a day and since I don’t think 1*11 be able to reach the target set 
by the government m the near future, I guess I should stay on 
my light ration’ 

Two cellmates briefly commended me for my positive atti- 
tude m contmuing work while I was in pain from my boils, but 
It was too much to expect that I would get off without negative 
comment Citizens are supposed to cnticize each other, pnso< 
nets even more 

‘Bao Ruo-wang has been commendable in his attitude,’ some-' 
one piped up, 'W we must remanber that rations are not 
awarded on the basis of attitude alone His production figures 
are low Two weeks from now, if he doesn’t make it to the tar- 
get, the warder will probably punish him So wouldn’t we look 
bad if we voted him such high rations now?’ 

Even worse was to come It was a guy named Liu, a real sour 
bastard Liu loved to talk tor the record, and he had a high 
voice to boot - the classical shithead 
1 think Bao should be demoted,’ he squeaked ‘He’s always 
mabng funny remaiks Does he think he’s m a hotel? He’s here 
to be pumshed, not to enjoy himself He came here in the middle 
of February, and we’re now almost mto May Should he still be 
eating hght rations? That’s a waste of government food It’s 
shameful He probably thinks he can just coast along and 
still get well fed There are other prisoners who just amved a 
month ago and are already up to dx or seven thousand leaves a 
day.’ 
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Silence, Howe looked around but no one had anything more 

t0 5?V. 

‘I have nothing more to add to this myself,’ he finally said, 
‘except to ask that ,any time one of you feels compelled to throw 
out accusations, let him keep in mind what his own production 
figures arc. We don't w.xnt any polemics or pcrson.il arguments. 
All nc arc trying to pidgc here is what rations Bao should cat 
twill the ne,xt meeting. One of you suggested heavy rations and 
another suggested (hat he be put b,ick on punishment level. Let’s 
take a vote Who votes for heavy?’ 

One hand went up. I appreciated the gesture, but I never had 
figured to stand a chance for that. 

•Light?’ 

Everyone but Liu and myself (the prisoner whose case is be- 
ing considered ncs’cr voles) raised his hand. So I was all set: 
light rations until the next session Providing the warders agreed 
with our assessments While in the Transit Centre I went 
through three sessions in all, and I can recall with pleasure a 
few incidents when we managed to get away from bureaucratic 
form. And Liu, that bastard, figures in two of them. 

Chen Was a nice little guy who bad been arrested as a com- 
mon thief For some reason I never discovered, the authorities 
chose to give him his Reform Through Labour m the Transit 
Centre Itself rather than m a camp. So he was a permanent fix- 
ture, an old timer. He had it all down pat by then. 

‘My production is around 7,500 to 8,000 leaves a day,’ he 
said. TTie government has been generous enough to let me have 
the heavy-duty ration.’ 

‘Chen is exceptional,’ a cellmate commented. ‘His production 
IS high and he is very cificient Since the government can't raise 
his ration any higher, I suggest we recommend him for a prize.’ 

‘All right,’ said Howe, ‘we’ll put it on the record if there are 
no objections.’ Sure as hell, Liu piped up. 

‘Schoolmate Chen boasts about his production with self- 
assurance He doesn’t have the proper attitude. He takes every- 
thing lightly. He IS always making jokes I am sure that if he 
took a more serious view of things and stopped matang jokes 
end went to the latrine less, he could raise his production higher. 
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I think we should warn him rifjit here that if he persists in Ws 
sclf-sitisfied attitude, we will demote bun. Let this serve as a 
warning’ 

‘All right, Liu,’ Howe answered with a sigh Til put down 
) our remarks. Let the warder make the decision ’ 

The saddest case 1 ever came across was a ruddy-faced 
prisoner whose name I forget Atmd all the sloganizing that 
governed our existence, he was the one who came the closest to 
speaking the plain, blunt truth He even permitted himself un-' 
disguised irony m his voice. He had lost hope He spoke in a 
weary monotone 

'I am here for counterrevolutionary activities I used to be a 
running dog of the landlords and of course I caused grave losses 
to the revolution Putting mem prison was only right Bygivmg 
me a long sentence the government put me out of harm’s way. 
Now I’m no longer m a position to obstruct the progress of the 
revolution My production figure is around 4,SOO leaves, but be- 
cause the government thinks I can do better, I am still eating the 
beginner’s ration. My attitude is not correct It has been this 
way for the past five months We prisoners have no rights so I 
don't really see why the government asks us to vote the food 
rations We cat what the government gives us All, of ns have to 
struggle to put out an extra book That is how we expiate our 
crimes, righf? How wc regam the confidence of the govern' 
ment But what arc wc really struggling for here? We’re strug- 
fling for an extra piece of bread, aren’t wc? The government 
may' think J can fold more than 4,500, but 1 can’t do it on the 
beginner’s ration So if you ask me if I want the light-work 
ration, I will say yes not because I think I can fold more, but 
bec,iu5c I am hungry That’s all I’ve got to say ’ 

W c all looked dow n at the bed m embarrassment, waiting for 
someone else to speak Finally Howe broke the silence 

‘What ration do you want to request?’ 

He shrugged. ‘You heard what I said You know what I want 
to cat and what all of us want to cat Bui no matter what I want, 
ril cat whst the government gives me Wc have no right to, ask 
far anythin; else' 

By now Liu couldn’t resist patting in his two bits He de' 
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livercd a little sermon about counterrevolutionary talk. Or 
started to, before Howe told him to shut up. 

"What you have said,’ Howe continued, ‘the warder will learn 
about. You know there’s no question about that. And as for 
your ration, no matter how badly you feel, you know we can’t 
increase it.’ 

That ended his case. There was nothing more Howe could do, 
in spite of the obvious sympathy he felt. The other man nodded 
without the least expression on his face. He would pay for his 
Words later. We all knew that. 

And then there was Lo. Lo was great. He was the closest 
thing we had to a Marx brother m the South Compound He 
was an absolute champion folder, one of the best of aU - up to 
9,000 leaves m a normal day’s work. 

‘Cell Leader, can I reveal my thoughts? Or shall I ask for an 
interview with the warder?* 


Howe told him to go ahead. 

‘It’s about my rations, Cell Leader. I’m an embezzler, you 
know that, don’t you? I won’t say how much I embezded, but 


anyway I won’t be bothering society for the next twenty years. 
I am undergoing Reform Through Labour here in the book-leaf 
division while awaiting transfer to another camp, I have been 
here for six months. My production figure, and I’m not boast- 
ing, is around 9,000 a day - sometimes more, sometunes less ’ 
He cast a glance over at Liu, but he held his tongue this tune. 
Lo went on cheerfully He had some arithmetic for us 
‘It all depends on the type of sheet, and how I’m feeling I’ve 
been on the heavy ration for the past four months. That’s a 
long time. By next week I might be up to 10,000 leaves - I’ve 
discovered a new gimmick to make it go faster. I’ll fill you m on 
Ihat later. But, anyway, I think this heavy ration is unfair The 
guy who folds 6,000 a day gets as much food as I do and I fold 
CO per cent more than he does. Now then, if the guy who folds 
6,000 only got as much food as the guy folding 3,000, he’d 


Scream bloody murder, wouldn’t he? If I make 9,000, doesn’t 
U stand to reason that I should get 60 per cent more food than 

Ibe man at 6,000?’ 

He spread his palms out in the gesture of the reasonable man 
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askmg for an obvious answer Ml of goodwill, he went on, I 
was jntngned to see what conotasion he was leading up to. 

‘Of course, I realize that Fm asking for the unpossible. 
There’s a limit, isn’t there? And the government knows how to 
reward us Therefore, Td hke the classmates to vote me the 
hght ration I feel like taking it easy for the next couple of 
weeks’ 

It was a bombshell, the one request that took us all utterly by 
surprise Howe sat speechless. The best he could do was to 
hghtly admomsh hun not to make jokes. 

Tm not joking,’ Lo protested T don’t think the hght ration 
will hurt me for another month or so I feel quite fit now If I 
went down to folding, say 5,000 a day, it would be a nice break 
forme’ 

“Do you know what the consequences of your action might 
be, Lo?’ 

‘Sure 1 do But what am I asking for? Special treatment? All 
I want IS a httle rest That’s all I want, schoolmates ’ 

We debated the request and quickly decided to let him have 
his way He stayed on the hght ration until the next session. 
And he had scored a small personal victory. Good for him. 

Doting my stays m the Interrogation Centre, the Eastern 
Compound and in the Transit Centre before sentencing, I bad 
not been allowed to see my wife The law permitted her only to 
come to the place of my unpnsonment once a month, where she ' 
could deposit small panels, no more than one letter and per- 
haps photographs of the kids Naturally enough, her letters 
Were optimistic, that was expected If they had been otherwise, 
they never would have been delivered, and she herself would 
have run the risk of prosecution for dissemmation of anh- 
government propaganda Even though I knew the dnil on this, 

I had gradually let myself be hilled into an unreal sense of 
secun^ about the family They would be domg all nght, 1 
figured Right from the beginnmg all my jailers had assured me 
abo^ that A sinner will be punished, but the state takes care of 
his family. 

I finally saw her for the first time early in May of 1959 - a 
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year and a half after my arrest. I had been allowed to write 
her one of the official postcards inviting her to come for visitors’ 
day On the two lines left blank for personal messages I asked 
her to bring cigarettes and a change of dothes. On the evening 
before her visit I trotted over to the barber, where accordmg to 
the custom I had the right to ask for a shave and a quick run- 
over with the shears for the regulation crew cut I doubted it 
would help my appearance much, though The boils on my 
back and neck still hadn’t healed, and I wore the same old grey 
shorts, leather sandals and dirty grey shirt that was my standard 
folding umform. 

At 5 30 in the evening those of us receiving visits were 
marched downstairs mto the mam hallway I carried with me a 
quilt that I planned to give her to take home and wash. It was 
filthy, and now that the weather had warmed up I could get by 
without It. Roll call. A warder barked out an order to line up 
for examination. The personal body search was only the begin- 
ning. The warders looked through every page of any books we 
were carrying and then sht open the linings of our jackets with 
a razor blade. Inspected and passed, standing at attention face 
to the wall, we heard the final directives : 

‘All nght In a few nunutes you will have your visits. M^e 
them as brief as possible. Those prisoners seeing their fami les 
for the first time must refrain from dramatics, SpeaJc m a Joud 
voice so the guards can hear you. No dialects allowed - only 
official Mandarin. Don’t try to pass anything to your fatnihes 
You will be observed. No codes No contacts. If there are any 
infringements, the warders will end your visits on the spot 

About face We tramped out into the courtyard, where a 
senes of barrier-style arrangements had been set up wooden 
planks five feet wide, reposing on stacks of bntfe. The pla s 
came up to about waist level Between each barrier a guard was 
posted We' jailbirds gazed up and down the hne to try to spot 
our famihes. Yang' was standing on the other side of a plank 
with our youngest son Yung in her anus. Yung was my 
ite He reminded me of poor littie Mi who had died of typhoid. 
He was SIX now, and he barely knew who I was. I wondered 
What he was thinking now that he was inside the prison My 
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wife had never had the heart to tell the kids exactly what had 
happened to me. The best she could manage was to say I was 
away workmg somewhere She had promised them that I’d bring 
them candies when I got back Yang looked much too thin, 
even though she had made the effort of putting on her best 
floral Chinese-style dress Yung was wearmg a white shirt and a 
pair of khaki pants He looked at me with big eyes, then turned 
his face away and all that he went through welled up m hun - 
he started crying I guess I really looked l&e hell, too. Yang was 
shocked 

•How come you’re like this?’ 

I didn’t answer 

*No dramatics,' the guard said He didn’t miss a thing 

■How are you, Yung? * 

The poor kid was too scared to say anything He thrust out a 
httle parcel toward me, still looking away There was a hand- 
kerchief, a couple of packs of cigarettes, a newspaper and some 
toilet articles 

It was all so strangely constrained. I told Yang not to worry 
about me She said the same for herself and the kids The oldest 
boy was in school Everything was all right . . 

‘1 beard about the sentence,’ she finally said "How can I take 
care of the kids alone for twelve years? ’ 

"You are not allowed to talk about that subjeotl’ shouted the 
guard 

I gave her the qudt and asked her to wash it The visit was 
over. It had lasted six minutes Yung waved back at me as they 
left. 

A few days later I received a letter from Yang apologiziog 
that she had no money to send me As she explamed, very 
bnefiy, what her situation was, I realized what she had gone 
through to make that visit When I was in the Interrogation 
Centre, she had been able to come fairly regularly to deposit 
parcels for me, because we lived m the north of Peking near the 
Drum Tower - less than a mile’s walk from Tsao Lan Tse Hu- 
tung. But the Transit Centre was entirely on the other side of 
fown^to the south Yang was so strapped for money that she 
hadn’t had even enough for the bus - which is ridiculously 



cheap in China She had walked all the way to the South Com- 
pound. with Yung m her arms whenever he was too tired to 
walk himself, and then had had to make the same trek home - 
with the quilt I had passed her as extra baggage. It was about 
eight miles each way. 

^ Withal, sometiung happened that at least restored my faith 
in humanity For reasons of speed the bus stops in Peking are 
quite far apart As Yang Hui-mm was trudging along with the 
kid, a driver stopped his bus on his own responsibility and asked 
if she wanted to come aboard between stops. My wife had to 
admit that she had no money. The ticket-taker, a young girl, 
waved her aboard anyway 

^ That s all right, comrade,’ she said. ‘I’ll pay your fare. You 
can fake my number and reimburse me if you ever get up the 
cash’ 

The bus dropped her fifty yards from our front door. 

Yang visited me one other time while I was in the Transit 
Centre. It was what you might call a command performance In 
pfison terminology it was a ‘dishonourable visit’ - something 
reserved for badly behaved or recalcitrant prisoners. The occa- 
sion was my release from solitary confinement It came on the 
fifteenth of July, just four days after I was back up from the 
hole It Was hot then, and I was dozing on the floor during an 
uftemoon break. My snooze was broken up by a businesslike 
warder 

. Up, Bao,’ he told me "You have a dishonourable visit It 
IS necessary for your family to know what you have been up to 
und to speak to you about your situation ’ 

He led me out into the empty courtyard There, next to the 
oor from the mam building, were my wife and both of our 
sons, Yung and Mow. Mow had been given a day off from 
school Little Yung was crying again. The warder allowed me 
to touch them both. Yang began reciting her speech. 

I have been told that lately your behaviour has been bad.’ 

The bastards, I thought. Couldn’t they have spared her this 
comedy? Wasn’t it enough for me to be locked up and working 
ke a coohe,jvithout involving her and the kids m their god- 
fiamn object lessons? No. Of course not 
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‘YoTir bdiaviour has not made things easy for me,’ she went 
on in that weirdly land voice 'The children in school . . All 
their classmates know that their father is a counterrevolutionary 
pnsoner But there is a diflterence between a counterrevolution- 
ary who is genuinely trying to reform himself and one who is 
not One who is resisting reform All this is deeply affecting our 
hves, Bao Ruo-wang I beg you to hsten to the government's 
instructions Ihegyouto work and study hard Then maybe the 
government will be lement and forgive you for your sins ' 

The visit lasted maybe ten minutes in all, and I heard nothing 
but that speechifying When she had finished Yang Hm-min left 
me a pohhcal pamphlet and two packs of cigarettes Yung and 
Mow were too in timi dated and mortified to say anything 
Neither of them waved as they left 



Chapter Seven 


As nightmarish as the paper-folding operation could be, I ex- 
penenced a Lttle interlude that showed me even worse ways to 
pass time m the Transit Centre For one week in April I had 
been transferred to the Fourth Brigade - the ‘technical brigade’ 
- because in my life histpry I had described the shop trammg I 
had received with the Salesian Fathers as a boy A sudden short- 
age of personnel, probably brought on by transfers to the camps, 
had made a dent in the maebine-tool production section. I was 

one of those sent in to fill the gap. 

When I left the cell, Howe and the others were happy forme. 
What, after all, could be worse than the infernal round of fold- 
ing? Now I would be able to hold my head up as a skilled 
worker The rations were rumoured to be better over there, too. 
I shook hands all around and joined the guard for the walk two 
flights up to another wing of K Building. When we arrived, I 
surprised to see how dirty and unkempt the cells were, but 
On reflection I could see that logic of it - the inmates stayed 
away all day at work and returned only to sleep and study. Ihe 
Technical Brigade was so obsessed with their output that their 
study sessions eschewed pohtics entirely and dealt only with 
Ways to increase production. 

Early the next morning I picked up my set of tools from the 
sopply room and reported to the lathe that bad been assigned to 
a tired, rusted old thing dating from around the time of the 
•fst World War Everywhere around me prisoners were turn- 
ing, filing and cutting in a confusion of metal chips, smoke and 
flpst Ting, the shop super, gave me a six-foot length of old steel 
Pipe three inches m diameter. I was to make rmgs from it, of 
^ary precise measurements Discouragingly precise, considering 
state of the machines we were workmg'with My first step 
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was to trim a fraction of an inch from the outside of the P^e 
and then lop off an equal amount from the inside Once it 
perfectly prepared, I was to cut away the pipe into rings The 
section I had in my machine should give me 110 nngs, Ting 
warned No less My quota for the day was to be 600 nnES 
the end of the shift I had managed only 450. Ting gave me he^ 
The next day I made it up to 600, but I was even more sharply 
rebuked Though I had attained flie norm I had wasted pipe, 
averaging only 85 rings per pipe mstead of 1 10 I was caught on 
the horns of output and economy, those two mutually contra- 
dictory goals Within a few days I was holding the norm, but 
still averaging only 95 nngs per pipe I lived in an atmosphere 
of perpetual scolding At the end of the week my cutting tool 
snapped Ting blew up and sent me back to folding leaves 
“You worthless bastard,' he growled, ‘you’re lucky to get off 
this easy The government has shown you nothing but con- 
sideration Prisoners have gone to sohtary for breaking tools 
I knew Ting was breaking the rules by using abusive language 
with me, but I didn’t protest I was happy to be away from him 


and his goddamn shop I left it at that 
Obviously I had no choice m my assignment, so the cell I went 
to back in fte book-leaf division was a new one The leader was 
a fhicfc-set Northeastemer named Yen, who had been a doctor 
before his arrest Our paths crossed agam later on, toward the 
end of my career in the camps 

There is a proverb,’ he told me as if he were letting me in on 
a secret ‘A man doesn’t know his happmess when he has it 
Yeah, I thought A lot of people have proverbs like that I 
fell back into the mindless, repetitive rhythm of folding book 
leaves, stfugghng furiously and bitterly to increase production 
On 28 April we were marched by cells over to Prison Number 
One to have haircuts The occasion was the approach of May 
First - May Day - one of the great national hohdays in China 
as in the Soviet Umon and the entire Communist bloc We 
eagerly looked forward to these hohdays because they meant 
extra food, some rest and entertainment On the afternoon of 
the twenty-ninth after half a day’s work, we stowed our gear and 
trooped downstairs to the courtyard Divided into blocks of 
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brigades - sixteen cells to a brigade - we stood under the bene-" 
volent sun guarded by soldiers with automatics. It was time for 
anewntual. 

‘Attention I’ shouted out the officer in charge. ‘Any of you 
who have objects that are forbidden by prison regulations may 
throw them on the ground in front of you and yon will not be 
pumshed But if they are found on you during the search that 
follows this, you will be punished as the government sees fit’ 

A book flew out Some bits of paper, probably notes that had 
gone back and forth between prisoners. A pencil The soldiers 
stepped forward and fnsked us, clothes and body. They confis- 
cated a cheap fountain pen from someone near me. They took 
his name down. We felt like dirt Humihated and picked over 
like a herd of brutes In half an hour it was over and we 
marched back to the cells. What a spectacle they were Every- 
thing was upside down and strewn around the floor. All our 
bundles and personal effects had been ripped open, even to the 
stitchmg of the cotton quilts. We started scramblmg for our 
gear, but Yen sensibly ordered us to stop. 

‘We’ll all sit on the bed and each schoolmate will go look for 
his stuff alone,’ he said. ‘That way we can see what he takes and 
there will be no confusion ’ 

And so we whded away the rest of the afternoon restoring 
order. If that was what they meant by a May Day celebration, 
they could keep It 

30 April was a hohday - two meals during the day, one at 10 
and one at 4 p.m. That was fine. In the afternoon we were 
allowed down into the courtyard to do our laundry And in the 
cell we could play games and talk of subjects unrelated to poh- 
tics or production After dinner, at about 5 p m , we went down 
to the courtyard for the show. But first, naturally, there was a 
speech from the head warder • 

‘We are here to celebrate May First In spite of the fact that 
yon prisoners have no right to such a celebration, ^t is e 
government’s opuuon that the construcUve work you are doing 
should be rewarded As for production. I may say that we are 
^oing quite well We have brought a certam amount of profit to 
the state You have more reasons than anyone else to bring 
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profit to the state, because you owe it your whole lives. There- 
fore, m recognition of the presents you have made to the state, 
the government hereby declares that tomorrow you will receive 
a bonus of two (Chinese) dollars ’ 

As he clambered down from the platform our only reaction 
was silence It wouldn't do to applaud The show that followed 
was called 'On the Tracks of the Snowy Mountams’ and it was 
presented by one of the compames of the New Life Theatre 
Troupe Comfortably seated on our makeshift rolls or bundles, 
we ht up and waited It was underneath a huge banner whose 
red letters proclaimed ‘The Resolutions of the Government 
Shall Be Carried Out' that the actors gave us the story of how a 
special commando nmt of the People's Liberation Army went 
into Manchuria and defeated tiie resident bandits by infiltrating 
their headquarters It was a fine show. New Life always did a 
fint-rate job. 

For May Day the morning meal included steamed white 
bread made from wheat flour, a stew of pork, vermicelh and 
potatoes and two ounces of candy, to digest it we were called to 
assembly in the great central hall to hsten to the radio broadcast 
of the big parade in Peking We knew it by heart already and it 
was a bore to be assailed once again by the same stock phrases 
and heroic resolutions, but what could we do We were 
prisoners and that was our duty Here were the workers, march- 
ing with firm step Then the women workers Then the peasants. 
Then the schoolchildren Then the athletes Et cetera, et cetera. 
On they came in seemingly endless, repetitive bands, everyone 
chanting long life to Mao A prisoner near me had a mental 
lapse and lit up a cigarette 

‘Put that out,’ snapped a guard. *yon’re here to hsten, not to 
smoke’ 

If anjone talked, he was told to shut up If anyone read, he 
had his book taken away If anyone slept, he was kicked in the 
ass Two and a half hours that parade lasted They were getting 
some serious exercise back there in Peking For us at least it 
p''sscd the time of day until the 4 p*m meal - rice, vermicelli, 
bean curd and soup Good food by any standards We were a 
contented lot to watch that evening’s movie, ‘Fire on the Fron- 
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tier’, a nrnblini: talc about how (he Nationalists persecuted (he 
ethnic minorities and how the new order trMted them like 
brothers. Tlic st.v, 1 recall, was a eirl nanicd Wang Hsiao-tang, 
nho was later arrested for immoral living. The official charge 
was ‘having sc.'sual relations in a most disorderly manner and 
breaking up households’. I suppose she ended up witli New Life. 

At the end of the week that followed May Day we swung 
into die Idcologiral Reform Campaign, our own sort o£ miiu- 
Hundred Flowers That one didn’t work out too well for ine. it 
began m the courts-ard .at 8 pm. of a ™. f 

announcement from tlic prison director, a tall, bear e a 

Shensi Province. . .. 

•Mostof you.’ he began, ’bave the mistaken f » 
here only to work. Well, that’s not all there is o i 
yourselves you have to not only work, but ge J* ^ 
thoughts as well. Dad thoughts - about the go 
the leaders, about (he government’s -et 

ment's allies and about the Communist ParW> 
rid of these bad Uwughts you have to 
out. so the government can educate you. You ‘ ^ 

to speak your bad thoughts, because we J™. 

or else you wouldn’t be here in the first place 

rung nert week, the book-folding division wi ® °P , fg, 
week The mechanical shops will stop work in . , , ^ 

ftedayshift and themghtshiftwiUnot begin workuntdl^^^^^^ 

, n . . 1 . mil bv the government, eacn one 


' uunng me spare time aiioneo you oy -''o-- -— _ .jj^ 

of you must write down all his bad ^ g{ 

what you think of your own sentence and wh ^ 

your crimes Those of yon who haven’t yet been ^ 

statewhatyouthmkitshould be Yourcomme»tbefra^ 

and thorough - remember that this is a . Keeping 

educate andrcformyourselvesfor your 0^ saw W 

bad thoughts in your heads turns yon ro e 
your Ideological reform For these reasons the see^ c 
and cell leaders must make sure that rac pris in 

document of what is reaUy inhis **“^'^,,h„jieiped by those 

tIus.Thosewho don’tknowhowto wntewillbehelped y 

who have a higher cultural levd.' 
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So It began And I. like a literal-niinded fool, followed orders. 

I opened my big mouth. I was still naive. I took a piece of paper 
- 1 still shudder at the memory of that moment of idiocy - and 
I wrote that my experiences in the Transit Centre led me to con- 
clude that the government’s alleged concern for our spmtual 
well-being was a sham All it really wanted from us was cheap 
slave labour, working for highest production Carried away by 
my stupidity, I even felt a perverse sort of pride when my cell- 
mates praised me for having such truly bad thoughts I was the 
cock of the walk - no one else had thoughts as bad as mine. 
About a month later I got the bill for them. It came with the 
Denunciation Campaign Of course I should have guessed. 
Once more, it was the director who told us about it, on the 
evemng of 15 June' 

'In order to ensure that you all receive the proper instruction, 
we are now gomg to open a Denunciation Campaign Every one 
of you IS expected to denounce others for what they have said 
or done against the government No considerations of senti- 
mentahty shall intervene It is your duty to denounce persons 
in your cell or in other cells. Do not be afraid to say anything. 
No one can take revenge It is better to offend a cellmate than 
the government ’ 

We trooped back to our cells and sat meditating a moment, 
the better to dear our nunds for efficient denouncing Little by 
httle, we found things to say The scribe took it down As usual 
with these things, it started on a low key, with the cell leader 
moderating 

‘I saw so-and-so steahng extra bread from the food trough ’ 

•When?’ 

‘Two months ago.’ 

“Why didn’t you report him?’ 

‘Because he gave me half.’ 

That was a mce, hght start, but things quickly worsened One 
guy was accused not only of steahng from the kitchen, but of 
trading the food for cigarettes. That was commerce - black 
marketing 

Someone said he saw me using code m my letters home - and 
writing m a foreign language. 
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lie atmosphere in the cell grew tense, In case any of ns had 
ever doubted it, it was becoming clear then that we were slipping 
into a jangle situation of every man for himself. Mutual Surveii- 
lance put into action. Precisely what the warders wanted. I was 
shaken. It was weird and unhealthy. 

A week later 1 learned that the government, too, had been 
Working up its own set of denunciations. I was called into the 
warder’s office, 

Tve got something to tell you, Bao Ruo-wang,’ he said 
sombrely. Tfou have been singled out for reeducation. You 
have particularly bad thoughts. The government has decided to 
take special measures with you. We expect you to accept them 
With the proper spirit Just remember that. Be thankful to the 
government for showing you so much concern.’ 

He dismissed me and I returned to the cell filled with fore- 
bodmg. At 7 p m that evening we were called downstairs to the 
courtyard. It was time for the climax of the campaign. We sat 
in the warm evemng sun and looked up to the stage, where 
the director sat at the inevitable bureaucrat’s green baize table 
With his assistants around him, perhaps fifteen in all Behind 
them was a large poster of Mao and a fresh banner with a 
slogan: 


PUNISHMENT TO ALL THOSE WHO REFUSE 
THE GOVERNMENT’S REEDUCATION 


The director rose to make his speech I held my breatii. I 
hadn’t said anything to my cellmates about our earlier meeting. 

'The Denunciation Campaign has been a great success The 
results are encouraging. They show that the majority of you are 
bijly concerned with ideological reform ’ 

He paused Pregnantly, as they say. 

‘But there are some of you - very few - who have launched 


be severely pum'shed ’ 

Another pause. Shift of gears to the dramatic, stentorian 
Voice. 

*Bao Ruo-wang, counterrevolutionary, thirty-three years old, 
sentenced to twelve years’ imprisonment — on your feetl 
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I couldn’t have remained seated if ^ 
seemed like a microsecond of his signal, my dear 
hcaJ and shoved me upward with remarkable iwolUUoW 
fen-our There I stood m the middle of them all. The director 

iSdud has attacked the state’s ^orious 
of Reform Through Labour What is worse, he has darrf tqm- 
suit the Chinese People’s Liberation Army by saying that toe 
Pacification Campaign m Tibet svas nothing less than imperial- 
ist aggression' . . 

He had rather twisted my words on that one. but wn 
shocked me at that moment was how effortlessly he reac e 
back to that early study session m the cell with Howe Notoi & 

I realized, is ever forgotten The audience took in the directors 
words in deathly silence He wasn’t through yet. ^ 

Tor these and other insults too numerous to point out here, 
the government has decided to put him m chains and place hun 
in solitary confinement unUl he has shown signs of repentance 
The director sat down, and as if it were a signal the courtyart 
erupted in a tumult of clapping and slogan-chantmg. 

'Long live the Chinese People’s Govemmentl* 

'Down with the stubborn elcmentl’ 

‘Punish scscrely the agent of imperialism* ’ ^ 

'\Vc heartily support the decisions of the government* 

It was a hell of an impressive dm My fellow prisoners no 
only shouted and chanted, but shook then fists in the air for 
emphasis Ail around me I saw faces of hatred turned towarm 
me I suddenly had the very pertinent certainty that my school- 
mius would tear me to bits had the director suggested it With- 
out being bidden four of them grabbed me and propelled me 
fnraard through the crowd to the front of the platform, where 
In 0 gu.ards took over. One on cither arm, they pushed my head 
down and dragged me oscr towards the dreaded Northwest 
Comer, where a warder awaited us He watched impassively as 
the guards searched me and removed my belt and shoes. 

’Ihit him m chains,' said the guard, but the warder suddenly 
loDl esl embarrassed He had to admit to a situation that I prob- 
ably would have found comical had I not been so frightened 



'I don't have any chains left,’ he swd disconsolately. "WeVe 
got them all in use,’ 

‘Put him in cuffs, then,' said the guard. 

Arras bound behind my back, head down, I careened into the 
Northwest Comer. It was dark. Presently I found myself in a 
long, dank corridor with high barred windows on one side and 
a senes of small doors on the other, as if made for midgets. The 
place smelled like a h’on’s cage A guard swung open one of the 
doors and another pushed me forward. I stumbled aud nearly 
fen over the thick sill beam. Bent double, I squeezed into my 
hole The opening between the sill and the top of the doorway 
was hardly more than three feet and the cell itself was about 
four feet long The cement walls were about three feet apart and 
the ceding four and a half feet high There was just enough to 
fit one man, sitting or squatting, but it was impossible to stand 
or he down. My escorts threw m a dirty blanket and slammed 
the steel door shut. Hunching along, my arms useless behind 
me, I managed to get seated back against the wall and look 
around. The door had two openings, a small peephole for the 
guard near the top and another, even smaller, circular hole near 
the base - just big enough for the food spout to fit through. 
There was a wooden bucket for my latnne and an electric bulb 
sealed into the ceilmg It stayed lit permanently. 

I felt despairing and bitter. They had ordered us to speak 
our miuds and evidently I had been the only one to take them at 
their word. Some people never learn My arms hurt like hell I 
Wondered how I would be able to sleep At least it wasn’t cold; 
that was some small comfort I dozed and nodded through the 
first night. The next mormng a guard drew open my door and 
leaned in., 

‘The government has decided to be lenient with you,’ he an- 
nounced. For a fleeting instant my hopes soared Was I about to 
be freed? No I was having illusions The guard told me to lean 
over so he could reach my cuffs. He unlocked them. 

‘Put your arms out in front of you ’ 

He snapped the cuffs back on. So that was the leniency At 
least now I could sit in relative comfort Half an hour later 
euother guard opened the door and thrust at me a rusty can 



about the size of a Campbell’s soup tin. The edges weren't 
bevelled or filed smooth. At what must have been around 9 am. 
a voice on the outside gave me an ordetj 
‘Get ready to take your meal.* 

I held the can under the bottom hole. A spout like the end of 
a watermg can pushed through the opemng and slopped in a full 
measure of scaldmg hot com mush, some of which spilled over 
onto my hands Surprised and m pam, I instinctively dropped 
the hot tin. That was pist what the bastard had been waiting for. 
It must have been part of the normal hazmg for new prisoners 
msohtary 

•yon fooll’ he bellowed. That’s wasting food, blood and 
sweat of the people You can be severely punished for that. I 
shall make a note of your attitude ’ 

You s o b , I thought rU bet you will, too. Furious, hnmih- 
ated and brmmimg with self-pity, I hcked oil what was left m 
the tin I wasn’t qmte ready to hck the floor yet Five minutes 
later the guard returned for the bn. He was rapidly followed by 
the turnkey, who handcuffed my arms behind me again. So I 
was to be allowed to have them in front only for eating . . • 
Even that was something, though. Some prisoners had thar 
aims behmd them all the time, even for meals, which they had 
to lap up like dogs 

I hunched over into the comer and tried to make myself 
comfortable Prom somewhere in another cell I heard moan- 
ing. I stayed there daydreaitung until I could avoid reahty no 
longer 1 had to piss Even that, I saw, was part of the pnmsh- 
ment I lurched over, turned around and took the cover off the 
bucket with my joined hands, then turned around again to face 
the bucket But - how? The only way to get it into the bucket 
{pissing on the floor was surely a crime) was to stick my foot in 
It and piss down my leg There was no question of pulhng my 
shorts down And even if I managed that, how would I get them 
up again? I pissed down my leg 
There was no food at the normal lunch penod, though I 
could hear mush bemg poured m some of the other cdls The 
moanmg started again. Damp and stinking of piss, I set to day- 
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dreaming again Some time in the late afternoon a guard came 
to change my cuffs around to the front again. 

Tm sorry,’ I said. ‘I wet my pants.' 

He looked at me as if 1 were a caterpillar or a toad. 

‘So what?’ 

‘Can’t I change them?’ 

‘Change them ' Do you know where you are?’ 

He handed me another tin can and closed the door. This 
time when the food came I was ready for it. I didn’t lose a drop, 
even thou^ it was boiling hot and scalded my hands It was 
vegetable soup this time, with some green tomatoes, 

‘You’d better drink it quick if you want any mush,’ warned 
the voice on the outside. 

I gobbled it down, cutting off the pain, forcing my throat to 
accept the unnaturally hot hqmd I was ready when he came 
back with the mush To my surprise, the turnkey didn’t put my 
arms behind me after supper. I had been promoted From that 
moment on my hands were cuffed behmd me dunng the day 
only, from mne to five. I was following ofiSce hours. At 9 p m. 
or so a doctor came in to look at my wnsts. 

‘Nothing,’ he said to the guari And he had some expert 
professional advice for me : 

‘Go to sleep.’ 

That night and for the next several days I could hear some- 
one singing a demented song to himself Why in the hell 
couldn’t the guards do something to shut him up? I brooded 
about It until I came up with the solution; Those were the 
death cells down at that end As far as the guards were con- 
eemed, he was already finished. Smce he didn’t exist, why 
_ bother to stop him singing? 

On the third day a strange thing happened I was jerked from 
•ny reverie by the sound of the guards heaving buckets of water 
into the cell next to mine It wasn’t until then thatl noticed that 
the cells were sloped shghtly downward, like an easy ramp, so 
they could be flushed of their filth and cleaned the way Hercules 
did With the Augean stables The occupant of the cell began 
shouting abuse at the guards. I was stunned at his daring 

‘I don’t need a shower, you bastards I just hope I get my 
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hands on you someday - I'Jl make you suffer, too. Yon 
call yourselves Communists? You’re no better than the 
Nationalists I* 

‘H you don’t shut up well gag you,’ warned a guard. 

TKillme, you son of a whore ’ 

Afterward, there was nothing more, 1 suppose they did gag 
him I have often wondered since what sort of history be had, 
and how he could be so courageous, I imagme be was an ex- 
Commnnist I met a lot of them m the camps, and they were the 
bravest and most human of all the prisoners. 

The next novelty to come to me in sohtary was the hce It 
was a revolting experience. I watched them grow fat. My skin 
teemed with them, and with my hands bound I could hardly 
reach them, especially dunng the day when my arms were cuffed 
behmd me At least my boils had healed m time, though. I don't 
flunk I would have been able to keep my sanity with hce and 
open wounds. 

On the fifth day I was taken out and presented to the warder 
m charge of the sohtary block. 

“What have you got to say for yourself?’ 

‘I Want to see a representative of Pubhc Security.’ 

‘Why him?’ 

Tt’s his department that sent me here,’ 

‘So you don’t want to talk?’ 

*Yes, I want to talk, but I want to talk with a representative 
of the Ministry of Pubhc Security.’ 

They threw me back m the cage, but three days later I got 
what I wanted. TheyTl do anythmg to make a prisoner reform 
himself They led me to a meetmg room where I was presented 
with a uniformed officer of the Peking Bureau of Pubhc 
Security 1 resperted them for that The form on which Chinese 
Communists insist can often be used to a prisoner’s advanfaga 
if he knows the rules of the game I was begmmng to learn how, 

“What IS it?’ the officer asked T have come here eqieoially to 
hear you out, so go on.’ 

1 figured I had to hit hard But above all tbing i I had to pro- 
tect myself by staymg witfam the fcondad logic of the dialecUc. 

T have been told a bunch of hes.’ 
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■Your cellttiiKcs are all criminals,’ he answered with a shrug, 
mat do you expect from them -the truth?’ 

I plunged on ; 'No. I have been told lies by the People's 
Government ’ 

He raised an ejebrow and waited for me to continue. He 
didn't have to tell me tliat from that moment on I would have to 
pick my words cautiously I was m a fine position to add some 
more years to my sentence. 

Slowly and carefully, I outlined my point of view. I quoted 
the director's speech, his exhortations for us to put our very 
worst thoughts on paper, and his assurances that honesty would 
be rewarded. Having obeyed because of my profound confi- 
dence in the government and the party, I was now being re- 
warded with solitary. Where was my sin? The officer and I had 
a good talk. He left me with assurances that he would look into 
the matter. 

1 am certain today that my accusations of official hypocrisy 
had an clfect on the bureaucrats back in Petang The Maoist 
order is inordinately proud of its own special sort of integrity. 
But since the movement has its own hmited literature and a 
clear set of ealcchismie rules, it lacks suppleness. It can be 
used by an intelligent echoing of the catechism. They decided 
to release me from solitary. But since the Chinese are also face 
conscious, it would be inconceivable for me to simply stroll 
back to the cell absolved and victorious. They found a compro- 
mise. I would get Struggled 

On a Sunday evening, ten days after my arrival in sohtary, I 
Was dragged up, handcuffed, filthy and stinking, to my wing of 
the K Budding and dumped on the floor before 500 of my 
chosen classmates. The first order they shrieked at me was to 
hold my head even further down. I comphed, but not before 
noticMg that most of my very own cellmates were out there in 
the bunch. That was interesting I wondered how they would 
ect I should have known. y 

Bso Ruo-wang has come back to make a pubho confession,’ 
announced the warder ‘It is up to you to see whether or not he 
makes It properly. You will judge whether he has recognized 
his sins.’ 
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I spoke 

*1 am taking this opportnmty to teH the government that in 
the past I have used vanous study sessions and campaigns to 
spread unfavourable ideas * 

That didn’t work very weU. 

‘You’re not being sincere 1 ’ 

The catcallmg part began 

*¥00 are not telimg the truthl Wan goo bu hua - stubborn 
andunmelting’ 

I took the initiative again and tned to ^lain myself, but the 
warder stopped me 

'Stop talkmg*’ he ordered Nuance He had not said ‘shut 
up’ It was fairly pohte It was begmmng to look more and more 
like a pro forma Struggle 

‘All right, you people,’ he went on ‘Start cnticizmg hun * 

One character, whom I didn’t know, more or less set the tone 
for the others He had it all down pat, especially a mce little set 
of analogies He piped them out like a school lesson 

‘Bao Ruo-wang is a fox who could no longer hide his tail He 
was condemned and sentenced as an unperiahst spy For spread- 
mg impenahst propaganda Now he dares to carry out his im- 
perialist duties nght here m pnsoni We demand that the 
government punish him as severely as the law allows, Down 
with the impenahst 1 ’ 

The others ]omed m on the theme, sometimes getting together 
and chantmg m umson their favounte slogans and mvectrve. 
She hm bai lei (bad element of society) was one that recurred 
quite consistently Often I could clearly identify the voices 
of certam of my cellmates, just as harsh and pitiless as the 
others So much for sohdarity After about forty-five minutes 
— only the beginning for a first-rate Struggle — the warder 
mtervened 

‘It’s gettmg late,' he said simply. "You people have to get back 
to your cells Thank you for the help you have j^ven Bao Ruo- 
wang’ 

I went back down to sohtary, but thmgs svere now noticeably 
better. The next mommg the guards unlocked my cuffs and 
allowed me to wash When I had finished, they didn’t put the 
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cuffs back on. There was no doubt about it: I was on the way 
out. 

Men mealtime came, it was the same old com mush, but it 
seemed to me that I was getting it earlier than usual Another 
good sign 1 set to kilhng my lice, feehng all over my body and 
grabbing them one by one They made a satisfactory ‘pop’ each 
tune I broke one in half with my nail. I must have looked ex- 
actly like some scrofulous monkey. 

At noon the guards gave me two wo’tous. The next day I was 
put back on the hght-labour ration We were into the first week 
of July when I was led up to the doctor’s office for an examina- 
tion He prescribed a shower and a change of clothes Sohtary 
was finished When I returned to the cell, I was warmly greeted 
I by all the friends who had Struggled me and cheered when I 
Was led away to sohtary. 

‘Good to have you back, Bao,’ they said 'Have a cigarette.' 

1 tried to refuse, but one of them shpped me a pack of Big 
Fortunes You’ll need it later, be told me, and of course he was 
nght What puzzled me was how they could act as if nothing 
had happened. Fmally, after a few days, I came to understand. 
What was the point of harbounng a grudge against them? They 
had been coerced into Struggling me They didn’t have any other 
choice. It was simply a fact of Chinese Me. Their failure to join 
in Would have meant a bad mark on their dossiers and, prob- 
ably, an eventaal Struggle for them. There was no way out but 
fo roll With the punches, go along with the act and get it over 
With as quickly as possible - then forget it ever happened What 
else IS there to do against such an aU-encompassmg authority? 



Chapter Eight 


In September 1959, 1 was transferred to Pnson Number One - 
Peking’s model jail It was the beginning of the happiest nine 
months of my entire penod of mcarceration. None of the 
rumours, none of the qmck glimpses from our trips over there 
to the bath house, had prepared me for the dramatic changes m 
my hvmg standard. 

For a month the Transit Centre had been in a state of flux; 
new pnsoneis amved like waves of mimigrants and large bat- 
ches of veterans shipped out to the various camps under the 
jurisdiction of the Fifth Department of the Peking Bureau of 
Public Security, Soon there wasn’t enough room for the new-- 
comers, even with the hallways fully occupied I and about 
thirty others finally benefited from the sitnaton on 5 September, 
when a warder strode into the book-folding corridor with a shp 
of paper in his hands 

‘All right,' he called out, ‘the foUowmg prisoners will assenv< 
ble in the hall ' 

My name was on the hst For the moment none of us knew 
where we would be going, but it mattered httle - how could 
anythiug be worse than the Transit Centre? Without even being 
bidden, we laid our bundles out for the search When the waT' 
dcrs had passed them, we tied them up again and marched down 
to the courtyard, heads bowed and silent, but secretly exultmg. 
When wc arrived out m the sun and saw that no trucks or buses 
w ere awaiting us, our spirits soared It was a sure sign that we 
were going across the wall to Prison Number One It was an 
exciting moment 

The enty-five-foot red brick wall that faced us, like the rest 
of the structures of Pnson Number One, had been built around 
the turn of the century, during the reign of the Dowager Em- 
press Even then it was meant to be a model for the world of 
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Chiaese progressiveness in penal theory Known officially as the 
Chmg Ho (Clear Stream) Combined Factories (the Chinese have 
always hated to use the naked word ‘prison’), Prison Number 
One hes in one of Peking’s lovehest traditional areas near the 
Altar of Heaven but its street address has been updated and 
revolutionarily re-baptized - number 125 Ts’e Hsm Lu Road, 
the Street of Self-Renewal 

The architecture is neobaroque, consisting of five three-storey 
octagonal hubs (the factories) interconnected by eighteen high- 
ceibnged spokes containing the numerous cells, offices'-and 
store-rooms. The cement floors of the cells now carry Chinese- 
type raised wooden beds, installed after the Liberation Pre- 
viously, under the empress and later the Nationahsts, prisoners 
slept on the beaten earth floor, proud to display the contrast, 
the Commumsts have left one of the old cells intact, as a 
museum The windows of the cells are unbarred, the wooden 
doors have no locks and are left permanently open in any case. 
The danger of a prisoner escaping is virtually ml Only a mad- 
man would wish to exchange this paradise against any other 
place of detention It is the best jail assignment in China. And 
even if some strange impulse drove a prisoner to bolt, he would 
still have to confront the brick wall and the electrified barbed 
Wire on top 

We marched smgle file throu^ the door in the wall In the 
courtyard on the other side a squad of Sepos eyed us while a 
new set of warders went through our belongings The search was 
quick and perfunctory, as if to satisfy form alone 

‘Are those afi the clothes you have?’ one of them asked me 
With a hint of surprise. 

‘Yes, sir,’ 

‘What are yon in for?’ 

‘I am a counterrevolutionary.’ 

‘What’s your sentence?’ 

‘Twelve years ’ ^ 

‘Then you must make efforts to improve yourself. 

‘Yes, su: ’ ^ 

*I see you have some very good cigarettes 

That was true Only a few days before I had received a carton 
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of Chien Men Grandes from the consular agent who was repre- 
senting France in Peking at that tune I had known him for 
years, and that carton of cigarettes was about all he ever did for 
me I have never quite been able to forget the way France wiped 
Its hands of me while I was in pnson For the French govern- 
ment I was just another metigue, a half-breed who happened to 
bold one of their passports, 

‘You may smoke if you want,’ the warder said He leafed idly 
through the dictionary and the few other books m my bundle. 

‘Are these the only books you have?’ 

“Yes, sir’ 

“We have a library here ’ He made a httle gesture of appro- 
val with his hand ‘Everything’s all right here You can put your 
gear back in order ’ ' 

I wasn't used to such consideration It was almost shocking to 
be treated hke a human being Just as we began to walk in to- 
ward the dormitories another one of the warders ambled casu- 
ally over and picked up my bundle - not for a search, but to 
carry it for mel My goodness gracious, I thought. Well, well, 
well 

The corridors in my new home were both wider and more 
pleasant than in the Transit Centre Prisoners neither worked 
nor slept in them On one side were the hnes of cells and on the 
other, the offices of the warders (the same pells, but occupied by 
one man), the pharmacy, production office, storerooms, etc The 
cell 1 was led to was about ten feet long and twelve feet wide 
with the usual raised wooden bed, luxunously topped with a 
Japanese-style tatami mattress A stranger who later became 
one of my friends - Tang Yung-ming was his name - was 
propped up on the bed with his bedroll behind him, reading and 
smoldng a cigarette He was wearing an undershirt and black 
shorts 

‘Hi, schoolmate,’ he called out cheerily ‘So you’re the one 
they’ve been telhng me about Good to see you This is your 
spot over here, but if you want to be over by the wall, I'll change 
With you ’ 

‘No,’ I answered automatically, taken aback by his bonhomie. 
‘That's all right the way it is ’ 
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*How come your mattress is so narrow?’ There was a point of 
humour in his eyes. I wondered if he aheady knew. 

‘There’s not much space over in the Transit Centre 
"WelJ, don’t worry about that, there’s plenty here. 

As he explained the sleeping layout, I realized I would have 
more than three feet to myself. Unhehevablel I asked him 
I where we could smoke. 

‘There’s a h’ghted mcense stick down at the end of the hall. 
It’s always ht. Just go down there any time you want a smoke. 
Yon look tired.’ 

‘I am. When’s the next meal?’ 

' ‘At four. Today’s not a working day so we get only two 
meals’ 


“What sort of rationing do you have here? 

’Ratiomng?' Tang had a nice laugh ‘No rationing, man You 
can eat as much as you like But you’d better watch n Some- 
tunes you newcomers overdo it and end up gettmg sick. 

I was bred and hungry and dirty, but it was m a cloud of 
leuphoria that I began stowmg away my gear. I took my enmel 
basin and went down to the washroom to get cleaned up. tang 

appeared as I was drying my face, ^ 

‘Hey, schoolmate,’ he said, ‘the warder wants to see all yon 

new guys down at the end of the hall 

I grabbed everything and ran back to the cell B? ® 

Tang got there I was already dressed and ready to go e 
to trot out the door and bumped right mto him He was smilmg 


mdulgently. , , • ™ 

Take it easy. man. Someone’U think you re trying to^m 
away; What’s the hurry? They can wait another minute . . . 

I walked I actually walked to the assembly pomt It was my 
first gesture of adjustment to the rhythm of my new ® 
few mmutes I met Warder Chao - the finest jailer ®''®^ 

Chao was a great man. If I could see him toitey, 
brace him like a big brother Coming from the Transit Centee. i 
expected to meet nothing but gang bosses and slave driven, in- 
stead. what I discovered m Chao was a man who above ^ 
respected honesty and morabty. If all . r 

him. the movement would sweep the world effortlessly. As I 
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would soon learn, he was one of the rare warders around who 
refused to remain distant and aloof from the prisoners What I 
saw before me now was a tall man - almost six feet - of about 
forty, with high cheekbones, a dark complexion, small eyes and 
a bulbous nose dlaW C Fields. He was wearing a light blue 
Mao jacket, blue pants and Chinese slippers. He looked plea- 
santly unmihtary 

‘I don’t need to tell you where you arc,* he began. By his 
accent I figured bun to be a native of Honan Province ‘Here m 
Prison Number One we are engaged in production in the proper 
sense of the word All of yon here arc assigned to work in the 
Clear Stream Plastics Factory We arc very proud of this fac- 
tory, because it was the first one of its kind in China - it is the 
one that gave China a plastics industry. 1 know where you’ve 
been and what you’ve been through Right away you are all 
going to get a medical checkup You’re not fit to work You 
need a rest and we’ll let you have it You'll take it easy for two 
or three days - maybe even a week if you need it. You’ll be eat- 
ing in two hours For today, anyway, we’re keeping you on a 
diet of com mush Sorry - just com mush, but you can have as 
much of It as you want This is for your own good. Maybe to- 
morrow you’ll be able to try something solid. That's all for 
now Dismissed.’ 

Later in the afternoon as I was having a smoke, a trusty came 
to the cell with word that Warder Chao wanted to see me per- 
sonally in his office The little interview that ensued was a 
watermark for me I suppose that Chao saw the other new- 
comers, too, and gave them about the same reception And 
?yniM wdl probably say that the kindness and consideration he 

p ayed were only part of the ancient penal game of carrot 
andsticfc Maybe Mayheitwasawell-orchestratedplan Maybe 
It was the classical Pavlovian approach Call it what you like - 
u assure you that it works. His decency after two years of 
pain an humiliation was absolutely inspirational, 1 was led to 
an admiration that bordered on love for that man and for the 
pnson he represented, If that was bramwashmg, then I am for 

Chao’s cell was almost opposite ours, and exactly the same 
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sire. He had a little desk and a bed made of three rou^ planks 
supported by T(\-oodcn stools at cither end. Everything had its 
place and evcrj tiling was immaculate, On the wall next to his 
bed W.1S a photo of Mao engraved on tasselled silk and on the 
small night table was another of his own wife and cluldren. The 
wall calendar of course bore Mao’s efligy, and his plaster bust 
was respectfully placed in the centre of the desk Behmd hun, 
higher up on tlic wall, was a colour photo of Chu Teh, then 
commander-in-chief of the Red Army. Warder Chao mvited me 
to sit and we went through the standard biographical questions, 
^■hen we had finished he gave me a low-key speeeh. 

‘Don’t be discouraged. The government has assigned you to 
this place so you can use your skills and talents properly toward 
redeeming yourself You will be given every opportunity to gam 
merits, but you have to have confidence in us We can’t force 
you to have confidence; but unless you do, we can’t make any 
progress toward your redemption. I am here to help you under- 
go reform, but all I can do is reason with you. The fact that you 
had bad ideas and committed crimes means that we have to see 
to it that you start getting good ideas and never sin again Ifyou 
ever have any problems - ideological, pohtical or whatever - 
oome and see me and we’ll talk them over My door’s open 
twenty-four hours a day. Come even at midnight if you have to. 
No problem. That's my job.’ 

He flipped open my dossier and came to a part he had already 
read, 

‘I see by this report that you don’t have much in the way of 
clothes. If your family is in a bad financial situation, the govern-' 
ment can give you some clothes. Talk it over with the trusty. 
He’ll work something out for you Meantime, keep making 
efforts to reform yourself, and maybe you’ll get out of prison 
sooner than you think You may go.’ 

I was overwhelmed with gratitude and ready to prove it at 
work. After three days of rest I was assigned to the maintenance 
section of the plastics factory, responsible for keepmg the 
machines in good runmng order and well-supplied with spare 
parts Compared to paper-folding, it was pleasant and civilized 
Work. Everythin g about the work and livmg conditions reflected 
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the immense change from the other side of the wall Away from 
work I was a member of Di Erh Tzu - team 2 - and the twelve 
of us, all specialists for whom no work norm could be set, hved 
in the relative luxury of three cells, congregating in one of them 
only for meals and study sessions There was no cell leader, but, 
surprisingly, the one who more or less performed that function 
when some ceremomal need for it arose was the youngest of us 
all, a squat, httle, pale-faced character named Hu Tmg-wen Hu 
was smihng all the tune He was only twenty-seven when I met 
him, but he had already been m jail eight years He had been a 
street urchin, independent and used to fending for himself, but 
made the mistake of carrymg his notions of liberty of opinion 
to the point of jeermg and making dirty signs at soldiers of the 
Liberation Army The sentence was ten years, and it certainly 
seemed to have reformed him. He was as conscientious and 
cheerful a worker as I ever came across. 

The other members of the team who became my friends, or 
who at least stick in my memory today, were Ma Hung-fang, a 
Moslem from Peking who was in charge of setting the norms 
for the entire plastics factory, Li Ming, a handsome, athletic 
type who had worked himself up to brigade agitprop, Chen, an 
accountant m the head ofBce, Liu Kao-sheng, the team orderly, 
and especially Dai You-ling, a prison veteran whose wise advice 
pulled me out of trouble more than once Square-Jaw Dai we 
Used to call him He knew the ropes, all right, 

I was astonished at my classmates' utter unconcern about 
food At the first meal 1 shared with them that evemng, their 
fare was cabbage soup thickly laced with oil When the orderly 
began ladling it out some of them actually held him back from 
putting too much into their bowls' My mind raced How was it 
possible? Following Warder Chao’s orders, I stuck to mush, a 
big tub of which was standing out in the hall After four bowls 
I couldn’t fit any more inside me I wonder how many people 
know how good it feels to have a stomach full of com mush. 

At 7 p m a guard shouted ’Hsueh-Hsi’ — study time We con- 
gregated into the central cell, took off our shoes and placed our- 
selves cross-legged on the bed 

Tonight we’ll read something from the paper,’ Hu said.^ 
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Okay,’ someone answered, *bnt let’s get someflunginteresfing 
this time. Let's not read about production again.’ 

That sounded to me like herebcal self-indulgence, but it was 
Without the least sign of bother that Hu went through the paper 
to come up with a tale about a general whose peasant father 
came from his native village to pay hun a visit. The general had 
become decadent and bourgeois during his years of power and 
had married an elegant lady outside of the workmg class. He 
refused to see his father. We were djscnssmg the just punish-' 
ment he eventually received when we were interrupted by roll 
call That meant it was 9.30, somebody told me. That certainly 
was early for roll call. 

Warder Chao called us together for what was the mental 
equivalent of tucking us in - a httle evemng speech. He told the 
others about the tlurty new prisoners, gave us new people a bit 
of the history behind the pioneenng Clear Sbeam Plastics Fae< 
tory and again reminded us that we should consider ourselves 
to be not prisoners but workers buildmg the new socialist state. 
If we were the workers, he was the worker-priest There was no 
avoiding that analogy. Chao and the millions of unknown 
apostles like hun are the backbone of the present Chinese 
regime. 

'^e next morning I jerked awake automatically at 5 a m , 
while the others were still fast asleep I was out of bed and on 
the way to the washroom before I remembered that there was 
no 'hurry anymore Feeling sheepish and gauche, I crept back 
to bed and waited for breakfasi When it came, I was dehghted 
to see salted vegetables in with the mush. My cellmates took 
only a bowl apiece, but I still hadn’t got over the novelty: I 

devoured three. 

The weeks passed agreeably My maintenance work with the 
machines was challenging and useful and the hours altogether 
human. More than anything else, Prison Number One resem- 
bled an industrial boarding school for men. The day began at 
Six when a trusty awoke us with a shout from the end of the 
hallway. Between six and seven we bad time for latrine, washup 
(an orderly had filled our basins during the mgbt) and break- 
fast of mush or kasha with vegetables. I discovered that if I 
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squirted soy sauce over tfae kasha and vegetables, it became a 
passable imitation of the canned Campbell’s soups I used to eat 
in Peking with my American friends. 

At 7 30 we went off to our jobs, and lunch break was on the 
dot of noon - thick vegetable soup and com bread, served from 
tubs on the spot Compounding the luxury was the fact that we 
were allowed fully forty-five mmutes to cat, have a smoke and 
rest No hurry At 6 pm the next shift took over and we beaded 
back to our cells for a wash and supper At 7 30 all the Ttus 
gathered for ‘Putting the Heads Together’, a group discussion of 
how to solve production problems From 8 00 until 9 30 was 
the traditional study period, at the end of which the flags were 
issued, for each worker’s productive output Our day ended, 
naturally, with a talk from Warder Chao, a final cigarette and 
a sip of tea before hghts out It %vas a civilized existence 

T want you to fulfil your norms in an ordinary working day,’ 
Chao was fond of telling us, ‘and not by launching you-know- 
what’ 

He was too correct to speak cntically of rockets and satellites 

Although Pnson Number One was the absolute model for 
Chmese penal mstitutions, it was not without its own bittersweet 
folklore There was the Translation Brigade, for example It 
could have sprung directly from the pages of Solzhenitsyn's 
First Circle The brigade was made up of 140 specialists, and I 
learned later that 1 originally had been picked to join them I 
went to plastics instead because they were temporarily over- 
staffed 

The individual norm in the Translation Brigade was 4,000 
words a day The men worked in teams, one translating and the 
other checking Every other day they switched duties. They 
were a smart and versatle group, translating both ways and 
mto every conceivable contemporary language of any useful- 
ness at all 

Their great day came as the nation prepared to celebrate the 
tenth anmversary of the founding of the People’s Republic 
With the deadline inexorably approaching, some government 
subdepartment realized too late that it had several untranslated 
speeches on its hands and no one to work them over. Obviously 
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sny parly member of any responsibility whatever had to utter 
some words for the tcntli anmversary; equally obviously, their 
speeches had to be prepared in perhaps two dozen languages for 
c benefit of visiting dignitaries and for release to the press. 
When tliey sent the speeches to the oIBcial state translators, they 
politely refused. Not nearly enough time, they said. We can’t 
possibly gel them into all those languages by October first, 
b '* 1 ^' preparations to worry 


Disorder and desperation. Then someone thought of the boys 
over in Clear Stream, who had time on then hands and no cele- 
rations of their own There was, the story goes, a certain hesi- 
tetion about handing over what amounted to state documents 
to a band of counterrevolutionaries, but they had no real choice, 
t was the Translation Brigade or nothing. The Chinese copies 
of the speeches were delivered to the Street of Self -Renewal on 
me morning of 29 September. The anniversary of the Republic 
on 1 October, 


The chief warder himself broke the news. 

I ve got good news for you,’ he began and the translators 
shuddered. That sort of phrase is fraught with as much menace 
as when a warder speaks of ’the government’s concern for your 
t eological well-being'. The warder ploughed on . ‘For months 
ve been worried because we couldn’t figure out what gift this 
tigade could give the government for the anmversary of the 
ounding of our state. I was ashamed. I thought we weren’t 
SOing to be able to participate, as the factories have been doing 
y increasing their output Our gionous task will be to translate 
SK speeches by high government officials into twenty foreign 
anguages Let us approach this task with the spint of &e Great 
heap Forward.’ 


They did it Everything was ready by 1 October. On 3 Octo- 
ar, the Translation Brigade was awarded a red flag. 


Dnnng the giddy days of the Great Leap Forward, there were 
wogans everywhere, even more than normal for slogan-hungry 
toina. The official hne for the Great Leap was that sociahsm 
®ust be constructed by ‘achieving greater, faster, better and 
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more ecoaomical results’. To the ordinary citizen, whether he 
was manning a dnil press, plantmg rice or slopping bogs, it 
boiled down to a httle three-part maxim: ‘Do it fast, do it 
cheap, do it well.' 

In Prison Number One every factory, shop and courtyard 
was decorated with the same set of gold plywood letters tacked 
on a red background and often hoodht at mght : 

KNOW WHAT THE SITUATION IS 

HASTEN VODR ItEFORMATlON 

STUDY WITH DILIOBNCB 

WORK WITH ENTHUSIASM 

REFORM YOURSELF FROM THE INSIDE OUT 

YOUR FUTURE WILL INDEED HE BRIQHT 

In our maintenance workshop we had our own personalized 
slogan framed on the wall . 

BE GRATEFUL TO THE STATE 
HOW? 

BY WORKING WITH ENTHUSIASM 
WITHOUT THINKING ABOUT YOURSELF 

In Warder Chao’s office the slogan was a paraphrase of Mao’s 
teaclungs 'If you have something to say, speak up, once you 
have started, say it right to the end ’ 

Whde I was there, one of the cooks in the big central kitchen 
earned himself a red flag by applying the maxims to the produc- 
tion of food One of the great staples of Chmese prison fare has 
always been steamed bread {usually combread, with white 
bread on special occasions) The moulded lumps of dough were 
placed on a perforated tray above a large water-filled wok - that 
ancient oriental cookmg pan — and steamed until ready Since 
the operation was slow and had to be repeated over and over 
again, our cook came up with a bright idea Why not put to use 
the hve steam from the factories and kmtting mills? He went 
to the warder with his idea Treading cautiously, he said he 
feared it wouldn’t work, bread would be wasted and the prison 
would get a bad mark He preferred to Irave things as they 
were But the cook trumped him with a Mao quote: 
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‘Dare to think, dare to speak and dare to do.’ 

TIic cook went down to the boiler room and talked it over 
with the machmisis. To his surprise, it was perfectly simple to 
ng up what he wanted. He dismantled the section of the stove 
uhcre the wok Iiad been seated and in its plaee built a tall rack 
of six iron pipes. From one of the shops he ordered a set of 
square steaming trays and stacked them one on top of another 
over the steam ]cis. For the first try he put four dough-laden 
trays on the rack When he opened the valve the steam blast 
sent them Iljing. So it was too light He added two more trays 
and installed a more modern valve that allowed him to eontrol 
the flow of steam The result was one of the total, if minor, 
triumphs of the Great Leap Forward - six trays of piping hot 
bread cooked in fifteen minutes, instead of one in half an hour. 
The kitchen was immediately presented with a red flag. 

Gradually the cook added trays. He soon had the system 
working so eflicienlly that fourteen were cooking at a time. He 
added two more iron cages - forty-two trays in alll He was 
oflicially proclaimed Activist of Labour, named chief cook and 
given a scroll for his wall. When I met hun, I asked turn why he 
didn’t round it off to fifteen trays per rack It was a nice num- 
ber to try for, he admitted, but trial and error proved it to be 
no good. Fourteen was the himt On the fifteenth tray the bread 
Was only half-cooked. His system spread throughout the entire 
aamp network He followed up fais triumph by inventing an 
automatic wo’tou stamping machine that turned out the httle 
loaves in perfect form and order, twice as fast as hands could 
doit 

In addition to the various corps of specialists and the female 
section, Ching Ho housed a 200-strong brigade of juvenile de- 
linquents, who would be ehgible for the adult camps only after 
‘hey passed age eighteen UnUl then they were kept carefully 
separate from the rest of us and worked exclusively at grinding 
lenses for cameras and assorted optical instruments Their raw 
material was Coca-Cola bottles. The profligate Americans had 
left milhons of them behind, and the Chmese knew they were 
made of high qnahty, nearly flawless glass - thick and clear Ten 
hours a day, these boys ground lenses compounded from 
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melted-down Coke kotUes. The eyeglasses I still wear today 
have one of the lenses gronnd directly from the bottom of the 
Coke bottle Smce the glass is tinted, my nght lens is a shade 
darker than my left 

My pnson paradise unexpectedly turned sour one afternoon 
toward the end of September 1959, when the Mid-Autumn 
Festival was drawing near. The festival falls on the fifteenth 
day of the eighth moon, the brightest night of the brightest 
moon of all Traditionally it is the time for settling debts. The 
Ministry of Pubhc Securi^ had one for me. 

I got word of it when a trusty called me from the maintenance 
shop to the office of the warder in charge of education and 
disciphne Hehadalongpaperformforme 

'Bao Ruo-wang, the government needs some information 
from you. Write your name, brigade and section on this and 
then fill out the rest That’s aH.’ 

I unfolded it as I walked back to file shop, and my heart sank 
when I read it At the top of the form was a terse httle para* 
graph: The government desires detailed information on the 
following person or persons- Dr AF , Mrs AF. [I am with- 
holding their names] Relate personal history and deahngs, their 
friends, their activities both legal and illegal, their connections 
with foreign embassies and the time spent in these activities.' 

All afternoon I tried to figure what to do Back m the cell at 
study time that eveifing I went off in a comer by mysdf and 
filled out the form - 

DrP is an Indian physician His father was a Parsee and his 
mother Chinese He was educated m England and took addi- 
tional training in France He returned to Tientsm m 1939 as a 
doctor on the Chinese railways He married a Chinese gnl and 
they have four children They hve in Peking He is one of the 
physicians for the Western diplomatic corps ’ 

I signed my name, folded it and retomed it to the warder, 
who slipped It into his drawer without a glance Clearly, the 
contents of that paper were not his domam Less than twenty-i 
four hours later 1 was called back to his office He wasn’t alone 
this time Standing by the desk was an officer from the Ministry 
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of Public Security - olive green uniform, epaulettes, decora- 
tions, the works. He spoke in dry, clipped tones. 

‘For your information, I am the one who sent you the ques- 
tionnaire. The responses you gave amaze me. 'What do you take 
us for, Bao Ruo-wang? We know all this information We don’t 
need you to tell us that Dr P. is an Indian physician You have 
known the Ps very well since 1955 You are good fnends You 
used to visit their house nearly every day. You know very well 
the sort of information we want from you ’ 

Of course 1 did. Only they weren’t going to get it. 

‘I don’t deny anything of what you say. But I have already 
made my confession.’ 

Intransigence is not appreciated m these situations. His eyes 
narrowed. 

‘Be careful, Bao Ruo-wang Are you refusing to cooperate 
with the government? Things could go very badly for you 

I certainly didn’t want a showdown with the cops, but I 
Was damned if I was going to denounce my friends 1 decided 
'to face up' to him. I knew that I bad a certain logic on my 
side. 

‘All right,’ I said as pohtely as possible, ‘let’s speak seri- 
ously If I were a Chinese citizen you wouldn’t have needed to 
pedal your bike all the way over here I would already have de- 
nounced Dr P and all my other fnends I can understand that 
Dr P may be your enemy, but he is not mine Since I am not a 
Chinese citizen I have no obhgations toward the Peoples 
Repubhc of China.’ 

The cop eyed me with calm He wasn’t a man given to 

theatrics, but he had a few weapons left. 

"Withholding information from the government is a purash- 
able offence I wouldn’t like to add five years to your sen- 
tence . 

He had pven me a beautiful opening I hit him with the 
wtechism 

‘Five years for what?’ I asked innocently ‘If you had told me 
that in the Interrogation Centre, I might have fainted But now 
I have confessed and I have been sentenced. And I also know by 
heart the eighty-seven articles concerning the pumshment and 
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. dling of oounterrevolntionaries. There are some things you 
can do and some you can’t There is also the clause of four 
articles concermng foreigners, which I believe you have read. 
Since I am not a Chinese citizen, 1 am not obliged to divulge 
everythmg I know for the good of the state You cannot force 
me to do that against my will I have committed sms against the 
Ciunese people, and I am paymg for them, but I have no rec 
sponsibihty beyond that ’ 

The conversation was turning my way. My reasoning was 
correct and the cop knew it He didn’t dare bully me in the 
presence of the warder 

‘Very well,’ he said ‘Perhaps I spoke too hastily. I forgot yon 
were a foreign national Let me put it this way If you help the 
Cbnese People’s Government, it won’t be ungrateful You may 
be able to gam ments I could recommend yon for lemency. 
Wouldn’t you like to shorten your sentence? ’ 

’As Mao says, “Fifty years are short when compared with 
world history’’ Just a httle while ago I thanked the government 
for its lemency My crimes are so heinous that I consider my 
sentence of twelve years more than just I can only deter to the 
government’s decision and accept my sentence as it is.’ 

‘Is that your final answer?’ 

*Yes’ 

‘As you wish. But remember — I made you an offer ’ 

‘I know about offers 1 heard about them m the Interrogation 
Centre Loo got plenty of offers and he ended up With a life 
sentence 1 don’t need offers’ 

Td watch what I was saying it I were you.’ The hint of a 
threat was creeping back mto his voice I gave lum the big trump 
card 

‘Isn’t it written here, “If you have something to say, speak up. 
Once you start to speak, say it right to the end. The man who 
speaks his mind makes no mistake ” ’ 

The cop zipped up his bnefcase and went out, ‘ 

T hope you won’t regret all that,’ the warder said. ' 

“Have I said anythmg wrong? If so, please point it out to me, 
and I shall be grateful,’ 
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He must have thought he was looking at a monster. 

'Wc'il get to Uiat another day,’ he said with a sigh. ‘It’s getting 
late now Go get yourselt some supper.’ 

I never saw the cop again As I thought about the encounter 
afterward in the cell, 1 was horrified by the insolence I had 
shown lum. It really wasn’t very smart. But he had backed me 
to the Wall. 

The cop was quite right. Dr P. certainly was a good friend of 
Mine, He left China in 1961 or 1962, and is safe in Hongkong 
now. I knew enough to cause him quite a bit of trouble. 

A few days after tlie Mid-Autumn Festival my family paid 
their first visit to me in Prison Number One. It was still sunny 
and warm; the rows of plank tables in the courtyard looked 
almost cheerful, as if making ready for some picnic. This time 
I finally had something to give the hds With the pocket money 
I had earned in the maintenance shop, I had bought a small 
portion of candies and two moon cakes, the httle round deh- 
cacies associated with the festival The ones I had bought were 
stuffed with mashed sweet beans As I approached the visit table 
one of the guards made a move as if to take the bundle of sweets 
from me. I gave turn a ferocious look and passed by Probably 
too surprised to react otherwise, he let me go. My kids got them 
moon cakes. 

That evening I went to see Warder Chao. 

‘Warder,’ I announced, ‘I hereby confess that I committed a 
grave mistake today. I gave one of the guards a very dirty look 
at visiting time. I forgot the fact Oiat I was a convicted pnsoner 
and that he was a representative of the People’s Government. I 
Would like to apolo^e for my actions ’ 

He heard me out without expression or comment. He care- 
fully composed his answer, and it was a pleasant surprise 

7 know what you did today I already have the report. But 
you seem to think we’re not human. We treat each case indi- 
wdnally here, on its merits. Most of the other prisoners ate their 
moon cakes themsdves, but you gave yours to your children, 
even though they can buy them on the outside. Most prisoners 
esk their families to m^e sacrifices for them. You did the 
opposite I am glad you came to see me, Bao Ruo-wang You 
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are making your first steps toward reform But it’s stiH a long 
march ahead of you' 

If I hadn't been a prisoner, I would have presumed to shake 
his hand. 

As the tenth anniversary ceremonies drew near, we in plashes, 
hke the translators, kmtters, electronic technicians and all the 
other branches of Clear Stream Combined Industries drove our- 
selves to exceed our norms or to make some other sort of special 
gesture or ‘present’ to the government Our division nearly 
doubled its production of plashc belts unhl we were turning out 
a total value of 40,000 Chinese dollars a day Naturally this 
heavy output of one item meant that production of other goods 
lagged, but the belts made the pnson look good The demand 
for them was high and they commanded a good pnee Over in 
the slocking factory they invented a machine to turn out stretch 
nylons in colours But the one that did the most for the honour 
of Clear Stream, and became the subject of a special speech by 
Warder Chao, was the Electrical Division, who put together the 
hvo-hundred-watt amplifier, which Mao himself was to use for 
his tenth-anniversary speech in Red Square. The Electrical 
Division won a red flag 

At the end of that month I experienced my first full-scale 
Ideological Review, also known as the monthly lineup In the 
Transit Centre, where every spare moment was devoted to brute 
work, we had undergone nothing more than the Weekly Ex- 
amination of Conscience - much milder and shorter, amount- 
ing to verbal declarations, confessions and mtocriUgues, taken 
down and registered by the senbe These, too, were part of life 
in Prison Number One, but they were insignificant when com- 
pared to the major effort in composition that the Ideological 
Review represented The reviews were so tune-consuming, m 
fact, that as of the early sixties they were demanded of prison- 
ers only every three months 

Two consecutive study sessions were set aside for writing the 
personal reports and a third - extra long, this one - for their 
presentation to the other classmates Dhterates were helped by 
the pohUcal instructor or the ceU’s study monitor The full body 
of cellmates had to pass each report unammously, without ex- 
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i^oni'cvea folrlhe cell leader. A disapproved paper had to be 
rewritten nnta acceptable. The criticism sessions after the read- 
ing of each report quickly taught neophytes the limits of toler- 
Mce. When a report bad been read and accepted, the cell leader 
wrote his own remarks on the margin before sending it along to 
thewarder. 

The principles of criticism and self-criticism applying to the 
Idudogical Review are the same that compose the life of citizens 
everywhere in China. They boil down to four rules, categorized 
according to degree: 

1.' Ideally, confession should be spontaneous and willed; it 
should occur as automatically as a chemical reaction the 
ininute a citizen commits an error or infringes a regulation. 
Z If this does not happen, others should be quick to give the 
sinner ‘patient assistance’ to enable him to recognize his 
.mistakes or crimes, 

3. If. patient assistance is without result, then ‘criticism deliv' 
-ered with goodwill by well-intentioned people’ should come 

' into play. This criticism should be unaffected by personal 
grudges and faithfully follow the basic principle that, It is 
the mistake we are after, not the man’ {Did ren, bu did sftO* 

4. As a last resort, when everything else fails : ‘Fix’ the sinner 
* . with all the severity deserved - Struggles, solitary, etc. 

What I reproduce here is exactly the sort of Ideological Re- 
^ew I suiimitted during my time in Prison Number One, in the 
form that was expected. If the reader finds it preposterous or 
®agg«a^, he has never been inside a Chmese prison, and he 
is lucl^^ It is utterly typical of that country, even today. 

Estimation, comtarison and examination of the 
FROCESS of ideological REFORM FOR THE MONTH OF 
I i 19 

Name'. BAO Ruo-wang 
Vrdti 4th Brigade, 2d Tbam 

it 

I.Reco'qnition and understanding of one’s crimes and 

SUBMISSION TO LAW AND REGULATIONS 
jS^.due ieflecdon, assisted by the teadiings of the People’s Gov.- 
®™neiit, 1 have to realize how serious and heinous say enmes 
^ were, They have caused incalculable losses to the Goveniment, thus 



unpedisg and sabotaging the constnictioii of SodalhniL They have 
also caused scnous hann to the People. Lastly, they have brought 
suficnngs upon my own family hi spite of the feet that my crimes 
arc so gnevous as to ment the supreme punish m ent, the Party and 
the People’s Government m their generosity have shown me mercy 

1 am convmced that my sentence of 12 years at Reform Through 
Labour is a most lement and just one, and I should like to take this 
occasion to express my gratitude to the Party and the People’s Gov- 
ernment I know very well, however, that thanks should not be 
expressed by words alone, concrete actions must support the senti- 
ments Therefore, I am placmg my achvities and achievements of the 
past month before the People’s Government so that it may judge 
whether I have done what was expected of me Since we are all liv- 
mg and workmg together here 1 am also askmg my schoolmates to 
judge the smcerity of my statements 

2 PRISON REOULATIONS AND DISCIPLINE 

Gencially speakmg, I have observed all the regulations and matters 
pertaming to disciphne To my knowledge I have not committed 
any scnous mistakes over the past month However, I did commit a 
number of minor erroia This is nearly as bad as senous breaches of 
discipime, for several small errors can develop mto a major one - 
without even mentiomng the feet that the sum of these errors could 
scnously compromise my reform. Among others which are too 
numerous to mention here, and which I hereby request my fellow 
schoolmates to pomt out to me, I have disregarded the regulations 
of mutual survcdlance whidi tell us to always move about m groups 
of two or more Several times I have left the cell nnaccompamed, 
notably to go to the latnne Further, durmg study sessions I have 
not alwaj-s sat m the regulation manner, but leaned back against my 
bedroll This is not only a violation of prison regulations, but also 
a sign that I was seeking to be more comfortable How can one 
learn his lessons well if he allows thoughts of comfort to mvade 
him? In the future I shall keep a vigilant guard against such dan- 
gers to my ideological reform Also, I occasionally talk excessively 
during working hours We have been taught by the Government that 
talk should be held to a minimum while working, lest it affect pro- 
duction That 15 why wo have been advised to set aside shop talk for 
the daily work conferences before the study sessions What is worse, 
my words often have no beanng whatever on reform This flics in 
the face of the principle that guides us ’What helps our reform wo 
should talk about abundantly and often, what Im no bearing on 



to the mfniitmm; what is bad for reform 
^aonld not 1811: 'about at all* Althonj^i the subjects I spoke of 
j toe fact that they distracted the attention of 

s tons impeded production made them harmful to reform. 

j^i~?^*;™*®®tore decided not to talk agam durmg working hours. 

■’ “P^fiom this manner of talk, I have made remarks about food on 
^ sev^al occasions I have made reflections on the cabbage soup and 
.^ quality of the com meal used in our wo’toos Complaimng about 
food is a concrete act of discontent about the treatment given us by 
j;tiie,Govttmment 1 must remember that I will eat what is given to 
and to compared to the workeis and peasants of the old 
^^e l m immensely better off The vegetables and cereal that I ( 
tot;WOT Reduced by the labour and sweat of the peasants. Com- 
■piai^g a&ut my food is to treat these peasants with contempt 
eing a convicted prisoner undergoing Reform Through Labour, I 
VB no right to do this. I hereby promise to mend my ways and to 

te more careful in the future. 


,s«.WORK ' , 

, a member of the Maintenance Team, I have no work norms. 

shoidd regard this as a coasiderauon on the part of the Govem- 
■*i^ ^ generally done what was expected of me 

the^past month, there are still a few ideological problems 
Wuerf 'TOoothmg out It seems to me that I have not maintained 
.Ji?i*^,®totude toward my work, and I would like my school- 
to 'help me overcome this error before it becomes more 
firstly, I have come to regard the maintenance shop as a 
department, since we are the oily ones with no norms 
, 'tolfil, but, still receive the same pocket money as the more effl* 
ywk^ in the factories Pnde has blinded me to the fact fliat 
^_art only, there to serve the madimes and to make certam that 
°^totois have on hand eveiything they need to fulfil or over- 
toeir, norms. I must remember never to treat an operator with 
?5^^^nsipii. Secondly, I have a tendency to treat people accord- 
to’rny.'peisoiial relations with them. I should remember that 
ndatioDships are forbidden, and be guided by the prin- 
*s^ is th^ work fliat counts, not the peison ' Whether or not I 
^,»'Pe«<Mi is immaterial, I should look upon him as a schoolmate 
7*^8 fOT'the Government Partiality hampeis production. It has 
W pldce in lefonn. lliirdly, I have at times Med to place all my 
®2wlrf^ at tlie'dlsposition of the Government Why bother? has 
attitude. I forget that the Government in assigning me to 
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the maintenEmce shop, ms dupkyug a hi^ legard for my talents 
The least I can do 15 to make full use of them. 

4. RELIANCE UPON THE GOVERNMENT 
I am foiced to admit that when it comes to reliance upon the Gov- 
ernment and carrying out mutual surveillance, my accomplishments 
are sad, mdeed It demonstrates that I am shll deeply infected with 
bourgeois ideology I have not been sufficiently energetic m inform- 
mg supenors of what goes on around me, m the cell and at work 
Bemg possessed by bourgeois senhmcntahsm, I have been reluctant 
to report persons who have been good to me Further, on evil 
thou^t tells me . ‘Don't report others and othere won't report you ’ 
These thoughts are wrong! We are here to reform ourselves, and 
there is no place for sentimenlahty m reformation While the Gov- 
ernment trusts us to the extent of allowmg us to carry out ttns re- 
form ourselves, how do I respond to this trust? Badly Keportmg 
others is a two-way help it helps the Government to know what is 
gomg on and it helps the person mvolved by making it possible for 
him to recogniae his mistakes On the positive side of things, I may 
say that on several occasions I have exposed my evil and reactionary 
thoughts to the Government without any proddmg 

5 ATTITUDE TOWARDS STUDY 

This IS the only category m which I have made progress Of all the 
sdioolmates present I am the one who received the most bad.ward 
and reachonary form of education The poison that has been fed 
me by the agents of impenahsm and their runiung dogs was par- 
ticularly virulent I became an anhcommumst not only for gam but 
through actual conviction However, with study and the education 
patiently offered to me by the People’s Government, plus the kmd 
help of my sidrcolmates, I have come to realize how wrong I had 
been about the Chmese Oommumst Party and the People's Govern- 
ment It was the ratten educahon I received at the hands of the 
imperialists that embarked me upon a career of counterrevolu- 
tonaiy and cnminal activities agamst the Chmese People It is for 
this reason that I am particularly attentive at study sessions As the 
records will show, I have always been enthusiastic durmg discussions 
and always wilhng to speak out my thoughts and views on a given 
subject I hope my schoolmates will conhnue to give me their valu- 
able help m hastemng my ideological reform. 
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tJoMfikVAKcit OP eANITARV RBOOtATIOHS 
n^liliie to «ay ta tbii mailer, since I have done cvcrjrthing ic- 
5fiied hy.tte r^tetJons. I have voitinlccred for latrine duty and 
Banned the lesponribillty for keeping the workshop neat Both 
turine and, shop have iteelvod red flags for Udincss during the past 
nentta ' 

T.'fiirooB 

1 iolemiijjr pledge to oveteome all my shortconrings, to consolidate 
aHmyaccoropIlshmenli, to pereist where 1 have been successful, to 
1^ to the Qovemment in all things and to continue my road of 
lieftnin Through Labour with all the appropriate conscientiousness. 
Tbb h the only way I can expiate my crimes and win leniency from 
thePee^e*s Gevemment. 

4 The to times 1 encountered prisoners actually thanking the 
government and their jailers for the sentences th^ had been 
JiwniT regarded them with a mixture of astonishment and 
scorn. Later, as with my Ideological Reviews in Prison Numbtf 
One, I went through the same sort of motions, but maintained 
the small mental reserve that I was only protecting my skin. 
That was the foim expected and the way to go through a sen- 
troce without trouble. Before I left the Chinese jails, though, 
writing those phrases and believing them. 



Chapter Nine 


By the time I amved there, Prison Number One had become 
something of a repository for the faded espionage efforts of the 
Taiwan Nationalists and their American friends One of thebest 
examples of them all was right m my cell - Li Ming, the brigade 
agitprop ) 

Agitprop IS an institution of key importance in China today, 
both withm and outside of prisons, and the person holding the 
job IS carefully chosen for his qualifications. A good agitprop 
cannot function without a certam educational and intellectual 
level, for he must be able to qmckly compose elaborate texts, 
even poetry at times, be familiar not only with Marxist dialec- 
tics but with all the argot of techmque and production as well - 
and above all he must have the missionary ability to mstill fer- 
vour and enthusiasm Li had all these quahties and more Bom, 
raised and schooled m S hang hai, he had the unmistakable 
manner of a man of culture He was also the most enthusiastic 
supporter of the government Ime I had met yet - and that was 
saying somethmg He was a true activist of labour, the model 
prisoner 

‘A most productive element,’ was the official description. 

Even though he was my cellmate, I didn't .qmte trust Li. He 
was too exultantly inspirahonal, too sure he was the one the 
warders depended on. His outlandish efforts to stay on the side 
of the government, while objectively mentonous, were a pain 
in the ass for os jailbirds Here m civilized Prison Number One 
he had loudspeakers rather than the traditional tin megaphone 
at his disposition, so be could always reach us with his endless 
chatter about production figures 

My resentment of his self-righteousness finally had to come 
to the surface It happened one day when Li bustled mto the 
maintenance shop, confident and dapper. 
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‘Come on, Bao,’ he snapped. The warder wants to see 
you.’ 

My hackles rose at his abrupt manner. 

“Wio the hell are you to tell 'me like that?’ I snapped back. 
■You’re just a con hke me, Li. If the warder wants me, he can 
send a guard.’ 

That was dumb. Li reported me to Warder Chao, who sum- 
moned me in for an explanation. I had been guilty of a sort of 
second-degree insubordination. 

’It wasn’t your orders I was disobeying,’ I insisted. ‘What I 
didn’t like was the way he put it He tries to place himself above 
the rest of the prisoners.' 

‘If you have any complaints,* Chao answered imperturbably, 
“you come to see me about them. That’s all ’ 

That was reasonable enough. The subject was fimshed, but 
that did nothing to exonerate Li for me. Later 1 told the story 
to my friend, old Square-Jaw Dai. 

‘The trouble with him,’ said Dai, ‘is that he’s been named 
Activist of Reform Through Labour too often. He gets to act- 
Mg as if he’d forgotten his origins. He’s worse than a bourgeois. 
He’s a Nationalist.’ 

Though he was technically not supposed to do it, Dai told me 
ht’s story. 

‘Li was first arrested in 1955,’ he said, 'and he's going to be a 
prisoner for a long tune. A lot longer than you or I.’ 

At the tune of his arrest li had been working as a proofreader 
in a state publishing house and was caught with his hand in the 
tin. In an eSort to impress a girl he made a clumsy attempt to 
embezzle some money. Since the sum wasn’t steep, his crime 
Was considered relatively nunor. He was sentenced to six years, 
to be spent in Prison Number One All in all, a good deal. 

hi those days, before the existence of the plastics factory ■ he 
Was assigned to the stocking-kmtting division His capacity for 
self-unprovement was so remarkable that he was soon promoted 
to Activist. Aifter three or four years of tins idylhc situation, a 
fresh batch of prisoners arrived. Among them was a man who 
had been aboard a certain transport plane , . s 

The story went back to 1952 An American-made B-25 from 
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Taiwan was shot down not far from Shanghai, after it had 
dropped five Nationahst agents by parachute. In hne with 
standard espionage procedure, the men were strangers to each 
other before the plane nde Each one knew the others only as a 
number. One by one, they were picked up in the days that fol- 
low cd - all but the fifth Carefully and unobtrusively, he made 
his way into civiban hfe and eventually landed a job m a pub- 
hshing bouse It was Li. 

His charade ended when the new prisoners arnved, one of 
them remembered him as a fellow passenger aboard the B-25 
He asked a guard to take him to the Department of Education 
and Disciphnc His information was so startling that he was 
rushed off to the Sheng Yang camp in Manchuria to talk it over 
withtheother three ex-agents The pohee saw that there was no 
doubt Everything about thdr stones jibed perfectly All four 
were hustled back to Peking where Li, unconcerned and bhssful, 
continued his exemplary work in the stocking factory 
The police bided their time and observed them man Cat and 
mouse. Except that the mouse, m this case, was bhnd After a 
couple of months they brought Li before the warder in charge 
of education and discipline It was tune for the test They Wa 
him the chance to come out with it voluntanly 
‘Your behaviour has been very good for fte past few years,’ 
the warder said 'If you are truly reformed, if you are really as 
prograsii e as you seem, we will all be very pleased Now, tell 
us, Li - IS your mind completely at ease about your past crimes? 
Do j ou have anything else you’d like to confess?’ 

He wasn’t smart enough to grab at the suggestion immedi- 
ately He had become overconfident No, be bad nothing more 
to confess 

'You’d better go and think it over,’ the warder said 
It was grimmer the next day Now the warder had an old 
newspaper lying open on his desk. There was a big headline. 

rouR PARAcnuTC SPIES CAUonr m chekiano 
Li stood there, waiting 

‘There’s a movie playing in town based on this incident,’ the 
warder said ‘I saw it the other day, and I just wanted to com- 
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pare it with what the newspapers said. You recall the case, 
don’t you, Li?’ 

‘Weil, I remember vaguely,’ he tried, ‘but not much,’ 

‘It seems that one d£ them escaped ' 

■WWl, it's a big country, and Chiang's spies arc cunning,’ 

Disgusted, the warder stopped the game. He held up a photo.- 
graph of Li’s four companions in the B-25. 

‘Maybe you’ll recognize this, then.’ 

Li Imew it was finished. The warder came out with a harsh 
little object lesson. 

*You know, Li, you should have told us months ago. The 
government has been trying for years now to help yon. If you 
had told us even five minutes ago, we would have taken your 
confession into consideration and recommended leniency. Why 
do you think I was giving you all those hints? Yon don’t have 
that chance anymore, Li.* 

He summoned two large policemen, who burst into the office 
in the standard dramatic style, handcuffed him and brought him 
away to Grass Mist Lane. Three months later be was back in 
Prison Number One with a life sentence And a speech from the 
warder. 

‘We have taken into consideration your past behaviour Be- 
cause of your good work record, we have granted leniency. 
Usually spies hke you go immediately to death, Li So you see 
how fair we have been with yon. Don’t betray this trust Be 
thankful to the government.’ 

In Li I knew I had met one prisoner who truly was grateful 
for his hfe sentence. Now it was clear how he could sound so 
genuine during the Examinadon of Conscience sessions. 

And then there were the tattooed men from the Korean War. 
They were a strange sight I came across them shortly after my 
arrival in Prison Number One, on one of my visits to the bath 
house over by the machine-tool factory. There were four heated 
pools in the bathing area, each good for forty people, and the 
’'‘ater was uniformly five feet deep We used to bathe there once 
a week, by brigades. Although there were 240 of us m each 
shift, we were allowed to spend half an hour there, compared 
fo the ten minutes allotted us while m the Transit Centre. 
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In the shift that was climbing out of the pools as we arrived 1 
caught sight of several men m their thirties heavily tattooed on 
their arms and chests It was surprising - that sort of thing was 
supposed to have disappeared with the corrupt old regime Bven 
in old China tattoos were reserved almost exclusively for hooh- 
gans and roughnecks As I came closer, I noticed that all the 
tattoos echoed the same motif - thick forests of heavily leafed 
apple trees and pine. 

•What's that aH about?* I whispered to Lttle Hu. 

‘Shh,’ he answered. ‘I’ll ten you about it back in the cell ' 

It was quite a tale These men were among the Chinese ‘vol-' 
unteers’ captured by the Amencans durmg the Korean War. 
While they were in &e POW camps, American and Nationahst 
mteUigence had tattooed incendiary slogans on their bodies 
Underneath those trees - which had been added later as camou- 
flage - there were inscnptions in bold Chinese characters. 
‘Down With Communism* and ‘Against Russia* were two of the 
most common 

That was clear enou^ - a typically devilish trick of the im- 
penahsts But then why were th^ here m prison? After all, th^ 
were doubly heroic — not only had they fought the war, but they 
. had undergone this cruel treatment as well Hu dispelled my 
illusions: They were m for treason, and they all had life sen- 
tences Lucky at that, too 

They were a part of the small number of Chinese soldiers 
who had been ‘turned around’ by American and Nationalist in- 
teUigence officers at Koje, the South Korean prisoner-of-war 
island. To make the ruse more effective, the agents mstructed 
them to act as *progressively* as possible m their cells Many of 
them became first-rank leaders among the Chinese POWs, In 
a fictitious act of revenge, Nationalist guards stripped them m 
front of their comrades and tattooed the stigmatizing slogans 
on their arms and chests. This, of course, only caused them to 
act more progressively than ever, chanting patriotic songs, 
shaking their fists and even spitting on guards and prison per- 
sonnel For their intransigence they were rounded up one by 
one and marched off to sohtary 

Naturally, the sohtary never ejusted. The tatooed soldiers 
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were hustled off at nifilit and flown to Japan for specialized 
espionage training, notably for transmitting information back 
to Taman The Americans didn’t forget to keep them under- 
nourished, dirty and out of the sun during the training period 
It was a hard way for tlicm to undergo their VIP treatment, but 
at all costs they had to maintain tlie illusion that they had been 
roughing it in solitary. 

‘That’s all right,’ one of them told me later. ‘The Americans 
were pajing us well for it ’ 

As the war drew to a close they continued their model be- 
haviour in the PO W camp. When the armistice was signed, an 
international control commission of the UN screened aU the 
prisoners to ensure that no one would be forced against his will 
to return to China or, on the contrary, to defect At these ses- 
sions It was always the tattooed men who screambd the loudest 
about the debasing humiliation they had undergone at the hands 
of their captors The Indians who presided over the commission 
were shocked and chagrined. They arranged for new artists to 
come in and tattoo lush forests over the compromising declara- 
tions. The prisoners were received like heroes back in their 
army units 

But the Chinese weren’t quite as naive as the intelligence 
types had assumed. The poor Americans never seem to realize 
the eictent to which the Chinese are careful and suspicious They 
liave, without question, the finest counterespionage system in 
the world. No one gets away with anything for long in China. 
(Ironically enough, these very qualities made their eirtemal 
espionage system rather mediocre. Too mistrustful to put much 
faith in foreign agents and too conspicuous in other lands be- 
cause of their Oriental features, they have to rely largely on the 
lesidentChinese minorities— a generallyunsatisfactorysolution ) 

The pohtical police and military intelhgence began a system- 
atic questiomng of the newly returned heroes, keeping them 
vigorously separated to prevent comparison of stories Gradu- 
ally the tiny discrepancies began to create a pattern The entire 
Slug was rounded up within less than a month Without the 
doubtful benefit of a sojourn in Grass Mist Lane they were 
summarily court-martialled, kicked out of the army and sent 
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over to the civilian side of the law to fulfil their life-long debts 
in Clear Stream Considering everything, they were lucky not to 
have been shot The propaganda material that developed from 
their stones made them known throughout China They were 
our very own celebrities In the camps I was to meet a few 
others 

In the beginmng of November our team hved through a 
painful experience - the announcement of the amnesties It was 
on the occasion of the tenth anniversary that Pnson Director 
Hsing announced to us that a special amnesty would be de- 
clared to commemorate the founding of the repubhc * Only 
those prisoners who had served two-thu-ds of their sentences 
and who had earned exceptional merits would be considered 
Every cell was directed to discuss the campaign that evening, 
but none of us could talk with much enthusiasm since most of 
us were only beguimng our terms and had no hope whatsoever 

•To celebrate the tenth anniversary of the founding of the People’s 
Repuhlie of Quna, Mao Tse-tung wrote a letter to the Standing Commit- 
tee of the Kational People’s Congress to suggest on behalf of the Central 
Comrmttee that a speaai maiKsty be declared, applying to the following 
categories of convicted cnmmals under detention 

(a) War criminals of the Chiang Kai-shek chque and the puppet 
Manchukuo regime, after ten years of imprisonment 

(b) Connterrcvolutionanes condemned to less than five years if half of 
their prison term has been fulfilled, and those condemned to more than 
file years if two-thirds of their prison tenn has been fulfilled 

(c) Common law cnmmals who have fiilfiUed one-third or half of their 
Sentences os m the conditions above 

(d) Cnmmals condemned to capital pumshment with two years’ suspen- 
Hon (si huan), whose sentences may be changed to life or more than 
fifteen years’ imprisonment 

(e) Criminals condemned to life, after seven years’ imprisonment their 
term may be changed to imprisonment for not less than ten years 

A mandatory condition for applying these remissions was that the 
prisoner must have truly reformed himself from an evil past to a virtuous 
present 

■ne amnesty was passed by the Chmese National People’s Congress on 
17 September 1959 

n Jus ^ 12,082 persons were anmestied Of these, 

2,424 were counterrevolutionaries and 9,269 ordmaiy cnmmals The re- 
maiiimg 389 were hfeis and those under suspended death sentences 
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of benefiting from the government’s generosity. We passed the 
word listlessly around the cell, mouthing the usual phrases a 
Warder expects to see in a dossier. The only exception was little 
Hu. Poor Hu had great expectations. He got it into his young 
head that he was going to make it 
T was thrilled when I heard the news,’ he said when his turn 
came. Tm going to make the grade. I know I will I’ve been here 
for ten years now. I was sentenced to fifteen and got three off 
for good behaviour, so I have only two more to go. In the past 
ten years I’ve been named Activist of Reform Through Labour 
three times. I’ve won dozens of special prizes I’ve never com- 
mitted any serious sms - you can ask Warder Chao. Now I’m 
on the selection committee of Activists I think the government 
Will show me leniency. I’m sure they’ll let me become a free 
Worker.’ 

That’s not for you to say,’ growled Square-Jaw Dai, who was 
almost old enough to be his father. ‘Don’t be too proud.’ 

In the first week of November the Peking Bureau of Pubho 
Security announced that fifty-four pnsoners from Ching Ho 
Were ehgible for the amnesty On a wmdy morning the next day 
We marched out into the courtyard to go through the ceremony. 
Hu was glowing with excitement. Director Hsing and his staff 
gathered before us on the plank stage 
Tfoday is a day for great celebration,’ he cned out 'You are 
going to know which of you have made the grade A member of 
the Pehng Bureau of Pubhc Secunty wdl now read the names.’ 

The visitng official began with the stocking factory, then the 
mechamcal groups, the Translation Brigade and finally came to 
m Plastics. Hu’s name never came up. 

We had to stay around a few extra minutes to hear another 
®6t of names - the lifers who had been reduced to shorter terms 
nnd the suspended death sentences that had been reduced to life 
■As we returned to the cell Hu was in tears - a rare enough 
Occurrence for prisoners anywhere, but especially for the nor- 
mally stoic Chinese He was deeply disappointed and couldn’t 
hide It Warder Chao, who had known about his expectations, 
omne mto the cell with a lesson already prepared. 

"What’s the matter, httle Hu?’ he asked with fatherly humour. 



Teeling bitter? Having fantrums again? Acting like a child 

Hirin' ?’ 

Tve always been good, Warder Chao,’ Hu protested throug’ 
his tears *Why didn’t I get chosen? ’ 

That sort of question was made to order for Chao He wa; 
as they say, like a fish in water 

“You seem to be forgetting, httle Hu, that you have no rigl 
to question the deasions of the state The government and th 
party know much better than you do If I were you, I’d conside 
this a test the state has offered you I think you’re faihng ths 
test, Hu The moment the government refuses you anythin 
you start complaining And you call yourself reformed! Sto 
your bawhng and be reahstic Who knows? Maybe next Marc 
when the Activist elections come around the state might mak 
you a present But what you have to think about right now i 
making a present to the state' ’ 

Hu blew his nose, shut up and went back to work. As a sa 
irony would have it, his mother died three months later an 
Warder Chao made an extraordinary gesture - he wangled 
three-day pass for Hu to attend the funeral As far as any of m 
fellow prisoners could remember, it was the first time ever thE 
such a special ad hoc lemency had been granted. 

Around that time I discovered to my surprise that I was sid 
I couldn’t know it then, but my illness was going to sepsuate m 
from the comfort of Prison Number One and set me on th 
harsh road to the camps My illness came and went m wave 
and the most uncharacteristic symptom for me was that it ofte 
cut my appetite The first signs that something was wrong cam 
after a minor incident in the machine shop I was working on 
piece of metal and my drill broke One of my comrades fe' 
impelled to show revolutionary zeal 
‘You must be more careful, Bao,’ he admomshed me 
As luck would have it Li the agitprop was there He lost n 
time in scolding me 

U, I said impatiently, ‘accidents happen ’ 

Yes, but you must remember that was the people’s property 
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‘Thrt d^mn drill urnn't roing (o I.-it lonj; anj^vay, Li. You 
know th.ii.’ 

Urcpo'ici! my .ittitmlc lo Warder Cliao..'in(l the two of them 
rttumej to the ni.'thinc -^hop Chao wanted to know why I 
MuM'ornh refused to .'tknnwltdrc my mistake It was getting 
rtd'culoiti., 

‘It’s not ,in idcolorical niist.'>kc to brc.ik a drill,' I protested 
Hill Chao w s ha V mg none of that. 

'Bao. if jou onl) concentrated a little more on your work the 
drill wouldn’t has c snapped It snapped because it wasn’t sharp- 
ened properly Let that he a lesson to you ' 

He left wiihntil further word, Tliat night I couldn’t cat my 
supper, and since cservihmg abnomtal has lo be reported to the 
"■ardcr, Chao heard .'bout it At half past nine he called me to 
his cell 

‘Sit down What’s w rong with you?’ 

'Nothing’ 

‘Why didn’t you cal your supper?’ 

'I wasn’t hungry. I don’t feel well ’ 

'Was It because I scolded you today’’ 

’No.’ 

‘Don’t let criticism spoil your appetite, Bao Without criticism 
there can be no progress I want you to improve yourself If you 
have no appetite, you’d better go see the doctor, because if you 
can’t cat, you can’t work I suggest two things If you didn’t eat 
because I scolded you, then you have the wrong attitude and 
you must change it If it is because you are sick then you have 
to go see the doctor Now go to bed ’ 

The next morning I reported to the infirmary and told them 
I had no appetite The doctor gave me some bran pills to ease 
™y digestion I returned to work, but I never felt quite right 
®Eain A recurring fever nagged at me and I became a regular 
visitor to the infirmary for their regular panacea of aspirin 

One day in the last week of February 1960, 1 caused a stupid 
workshop incident that brought me dangerously close to real 
trouble. I was tempering a piece of steel, a routine job that in- 
volved bathing the red-hot object first in water and then, after 
It had cooled somewhat, in oiL With absentmmded casualness 
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I tossed the Rowing sted directly into the oil bln over by the 
■wall. A fiery splash arose and burning oil spread out over the 
wall, billowing up clouds of blue smoke Water is not supposed 
to be effective agamst that sort of fire, but I chucked a whole 
bucketful against the wall and the fire went out, probably smoth- 
ered as much as anyttung else Still 1 had made a bell of a 
mess. The worst was that Warder Chao was away that day and 
his replacement was a zealot who had no sympathy for us He 
accused me of attempting to sabotage the factory! That was a 
temble charge. Dehberale sabotage can mean a death sentence 
He sent me back to the cell to await the government’s decision. 

Withm half an hour I was hearing the dramatized details of 
my crime over the loudspeaker system Nothmg like a fan tnal, 
I thought. It looked as if they wanted to make an example of 
me I was scared as hell and didn't know what to do It was my 
friend Dai - old Square-law Dai - who saved me. He had in- 
vented some excuse to leave his work for a few moments and 
came racmg back to the cell with some urgent advice. 

‘Goddammit, Bao,‘ he said breathlessly, ‘get going right now 
and write them out a confession. The quicker the better Tell 
them you weren’t careful enough and you overlooked the fact 
that the oil bath is right under those wooden rafters Tell them 
you recognize how serious your actions were, and all the harm 
they could have caused Get on it nght now ’ 

Dai was a great man He had already been in Prison Number 
One seven years, and there 'wasn’t much he didn’t know I wrote 
the confession I pleaded guilty and asked the government to 
punish me with aH the harshness deserved. I signed it and trot- 
ted off to the warder’s office. 

_ ‘It’s good that you realize your mistakes,’ he said gruffly, ‘but 
it oesn t alter the fact that you committed a serious error that 
coffid have caused several deaths We’ll take your confession 
and show it to our superiors. They are the ones who will decide 
what to do With you ’ 

For the next two and a half weeks I hved in nervous dread 
Not a word came back from that mystenous hierarchy that ivas 
judgmg my confession Through it all, Dai kept telhng me not 
to worry. What bothered me, though, vras that the Meetings of 
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Rewards and Punishments came only every six months, and the 
last one had only recently passed Did tins mean I would have 
to wait more Uian five more months before my case would be 
resolved? So I fretted as Dai remained calm. Finally Warder 
Chao called me to his office one evening. He seemed to be in an 
expansive mood, almost joking. 

‘Weil, well, well,’ he said, ‘so it’s our foreign prisoner The 
moment I turn my back you get into trouble - and you had been 
making such good progress. I know you’re sorry about what 
happened, Bao, but the best way to show your regret is to avoid 
mistakes in the first place. It's too late for that now, so this thing 
has to take its course Tonight I’ll be makmg an announcement 
about your case That's all for now.’ 

I walked back to the cell hoping that maybe things would 
work out, after all. Warder Chao’s good humour had been a 
good sign. That evening he appeared in the hallway as soon as 
Li had distributed the flags for that day’s production. 

'I know you’re all tired,’ he said calmly, ‘so I’ll make this 
short. Several things have happened m my absence I’ll take the 
most serious first. Your schoolmate Bao, here, sometimes for- 
gets where he is He very nearly caused a serious incident, but 
thanks to the vigilance of the others, it didn’t happen Now I 
have to decide what to do with him I have read his confession 
and passed it on to the government It’s not bad At least he 
recognizes he was wrong in his actions. So this tune we’ll let him 
go.’ 

I felt a surge of genuine gratitude. 

‘In confessing as he did he has made an example of himself 
that the rest of you can follow. But you all have to remember 
one thing; The leniency of the government is not without 
limits’ 

‘I told you so,’ Dai said later, with en]oyment, ‘The only way 
to survive m jail is to write a confession right away and make 
your sms look as black as ‘possible Always accuse yourself 
harshly — exaggerate, even. But don’t ever hint that the prison 
authorities or the government share any of the responsibility ’ 

A few weeks later I had a chance to put his advice to the test, 
but I bungled it Detaded to install a windowpane, I broke the 
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new one I was trying to put ml Hie property involved was so 
negligible that I dashed off only a cursory confession for 
Chao 

Today,’ I wrote, "I broke a windovrpane in a moment of in 
attention The pane was very thin and I used too much force I 
made a great nustake The pane belongs to the people Prisoners 
are supposed to be producing goods for the people and not de- 
stroying their property I demand that the government punish 
measitseesfit’ ' 

Warder Chao called me in He was disgruntled 
‘This confession is not satisfactory Your emphasis is not 
correct You are not to be blamed that the pane was too thin 
The people who made the pane should be punished for that, not 
you And the prison shouldn’t buy thin panes You say you used 
force Well, you have to use some force with your work But 
you admitted you weren’t paymg attention to your work. Why 
weren’t you paying attention, Bao? Because you resent the gov- 
ernment? Not paymg attention to your work means you resent 
the government Resenting the government, you destroyed the 
pane I want you to go back and write a new confession. Bring 
it m to me tomorrow ’ 

Chastised. I wandered back to the cell and consulted with Dai 
again After about ten mmutes with him I took up the pen and 
tned again 

‘I hereby confess,’ the new confession began, ‘that on 14 
March I960, 1 committed sabotage While undergoing Reform 
Through Labour I broke a windowpane J was thinking of other 
things Mymmdwasnotonmywork’ 

I contmued m the same vem for two pages and ended with a 
firm request for punishment Chao did a double take when he 
saw that first Ime 
‘Who wrote this?’ 

‘I did’ 

‘Who told you to write it like this?’ 

You did, warder I thought that if I had the courage to break 
a window, 1 nught as well have the courage to admit it ’ 

Chao fixed me with a lengthy gaze, searching for any sign of 
humour or sarcasm. 
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‘All riylil,' he taid at last 'Tlic ease is closed. Bui I’m going to 
hold onto this so that I can sltow it to you m the future if you 
slip again I'm glad to see you’re improving.’ 

'you've saved my skin again, old man,’ I told Dai when I got 
back to the cell. 

He was grinning. 

'I should have learned something from all these years, no?’ 

As vve drew into the warm spring months I began feelingpro^ 
grcssiv cly weaker and my bouts of fever became more and more 
frequent. Every thing caught up with me one afternoon as I was 
carrying a heavy steel chuck over to a lathe - 1 lost my grip and 
the damn thing fell on my toe Immediately, the pain told me it 
was broken and tliat 1 would have to go to the hospital. Bedroll 
under one arm, I hobbled across the courtyard, accompamed by 
a solicitous Warder Chao. 

‘This is a lousy epilogue to the Great Leap Forward,’ I mut- 
tered I was genuinely upset at having made myself unproduc- 
tive 

‘Don’t worry,’ Chao assured me ‘They won’t keep you in 
there longer than they have to You might as well get a good 
rest now that you’ll be having the time.’ 

An Orderly showed me to a spacious and neat room with four 
plank beds covered with straw mats I dropped my bedroll and 
sat down Presently a nurse weanng a white surgical mask - she 
probably had a cold and wished to avoid spreading microbes - 
came hurrying in and told me to hand over the bedroll It was 
too dirty for her hospital. I was happy to comply, and for the 
first time since my arrest I had the luxury of lying between real 
sheets. 

Throughout ray hospitalization my temperature remained 
high, despite the normal heahng process of my broken toe. 
Clearly, something else was wrong Eventually Dr Tan, the head 
physician, diagnosed tuberculosis. Dr Tan was an interestmg 
rase A prisoner himself, he came to Clear Stream after a futile 
attempt to escape to Hong Kong 

Before the Liberation he had been an extremely successful 
and sought-after private practitioner among Peldng’s foreign 
colony. Althou^ 100 per cent Chmese, he had been schooled 
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first by French Jesuits and then learned medicine in Aurora 
University in Shanghai I enjoyed speaking French with him 
(technically forbidden, but Prison Number One was a rather 
relaxed place) and I soon learned his story The big escape plot, 
It turned out, had been jointly hatched between him and a 
Western diplomat On a seemmgly innocent pretext - an infec 
tion or something of the sort - the diplomat ofiScially requested 
permission for Tan to accompany him and watch his health 
until Canton, the last big city before the Hong Kong frontier. 
There they figured to find some professionals who could get him 
across the border for a price Unhappily for Tan, the pohce had 
somehow got word of the stunt, they arrested him in his hotel 
room in Canton When the diplomat called for him later in the 
evening,, he encountered one of those marvellous Kafka-Orwell 
situations. 

Dr Tan? There was never any Dr Tan registered here, sir. 
Surely you must be mistaken Would you like to see the 
register? 

Doc Tan* got twenty years He was a funny type, one of the 
few who seemed totally unaffected by the pressures of the offi- 
cial indoctrination. An unreconstructed reactionary, he could 
always be counted on to greet the latest loudspeaker announce-' 
mcnts and productionflgures with a snide rejoinder, as if he were 
dialoguing with those disembodied voices Of course he was a 
regular target for denunciations and Struggles, but no one 
doubted his medical value It was always puUmg him out of 
rough moments It was common for the police to come for him 
when some VIP was especially sick and Tan’s colleagues on the 
outside ^vanted a confirming opimon The regime considered 
him iirecupcrablc, but useful 

When he told me the X-rays showed unmistakable signs of 
TB, my first reactions were in French I had to know how seri- 
ous It was 

'Je iws fottiu’’ I asked him 

•Dr Tan, upon Icatning that his request to work in an urban people's 
commune In Peking (so as to be near to his family) had been tinned down 
and that be will ha\c to continue to stay and work m pnson after havms 
sen cd his sentence, committed suicide by hanging, 
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‘On te soignera,’ he promised We’fl take care of you. It was 
my great fortune to be in Prison Number One when the TB was 
discovered, because here at least they had some of the proper 
medicaments. I began a regular nmifon treatment and was 
transferred to the larger TB ward - fourteen of us, all in big, 
individual beds. 

I stayed put in that ward for the next two months. It was dur< 
ing the easy calm of this penod that I met and became friends 
Mth Koo, a man with whom I would later share some of my 
worst moments m the camps In fact he saved my hfe once, 
quite literally, by nursing me'back to health durmg the great 
famine period in 1961. Since he was almost six feet, we called 
him Longman Koo. Koo was a great man. 

The easy life changed on 13 June We were sitting out m the 
sunny courtyard when the hospital adrrumstrator appeared with 
two warders and two anonymous ofBcials m faded but immacu- 
late green army jackets They spoke m low tones and took notes. 
Sure as hell, something was up. 

“We’re in for a move,’ someone said. ‘Every time they look us 
over that way, it means a transfer.’ 

How right he was. Four days later a trusty came by to pass 
out our savings books and told us to check that the amounts 
inside were correct. Even in the hospital we automatically 
earned our packet money of five jnian a month. I briefly 
thought that maybe we were only going back to our cells, but, 
even helped along by wishful thinkin g, that didn’t seem reahs- 
tc When I saw that the stretcher cases were getting their books, 
too, I knew it meant we were leavmg. The next day we were 
sent back to our cells to clear out our personal gear. 

I was eating my last lunch in Prison Number One when 
Square-Jaw Dai came over to say good-bye. 

‘They’re transferring you out,’ he told me needlessly, but it 
was a way to break the ice ‘I guess it’s so long, Bao.’ 

1 was amazed and touched by what happened next Dai, the 
tough old veteran, insisted on giving me a httle send-off speech. 
He was embarrassed, but he went through it, sentiment and all, 
Apparently he had decided he was my big brother. 
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Chapter Ten 


Longman Koo and I stood in the centre of n swarming crowd 
of nearly two thousand prisoners, WiUting for someone to tell us 
what to do As soon as we had stepped down from the train, we 
transferees had been herded down an embankment to a vast, 
sunken parade ground that might have been an old rice paddy. 
The sun was already unpleasantly hot - by midday the tempera- 
ture would be in the mnctics - and a fine, greyish dust hung in 
the air and came grittily into the mouth and nose So far, the 
famous Ching Ho farm wasn’t measuring up to those pretty 
illusions we had developed. 

At length a warder in shorts and a straw h^t clambered onto 
a table brought out from the station Since we had arrived in 
the imddle of the wheat harvest, he said, and since it was a diffi- 
I cult year for the crops, there would be no vehicles for us All 
but the crippled and amputated would have to svalk to the camp 
- twenty-two and a half kilometres Perfect, I thought Every- 
one wants to do long marches, The warder told us to bow our 
heads when we passed through civilian villages and to keep our 
eyes from straying right or left 

We pushed off with the first group, three by three. There must 
have been a thousand of us For the first hour we couldn't see 
much because we were paralleling an embankment that blocked 
the view, but we finally branched off onto one of the raised 
roads It was from there that we got our first good look at the 
effects of the big drought we had been hearing of Close up, the 
fields didn’t look as lush and green as they had appeared from 
the tram early that morning We passed some vineyards with 
yellow, curhng leaves before we came upon the mam plantings 
of com, m huge fields that stretched away to the horizon The 
stalks were still greemsh, but the leaves were turning brown, 
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The crop was stunted and sterile. The famine of 1961 was 
being prepared 

The sun grew higher and hotter. I balanced my handkerchief 
on my head to fend off its rays, but the heat was still inhuman. 
Not a bird, not even an insect, came into view. It was too hot ' 
and dry for nature to move In the distance there was a shady 
hue of trees and some telephone poles. Every now and then a 
mounted guard would appear silhouetted on one of the roads. 
Even in times of starvation, their horses were well fed. The 
guards had to be able to move quickly. Security always comes 
first. 

Shortly before noon we came to the first village These were 
people who had volunteered to be resettled and create new agri.” 
cultural umts. Like all communes in China and like the state 
farms in the Soviet Union, the village announced itself with a 
garish ceremomal entrance, made of a pau: of red brick columns 
with a plywood billboard between. ‘Ching Ho State Farm , it 
read. On either side of the columns were signs with white char- 
acters on a red background. ‘Work without laying down con- 
ditions’, the one at left read “Without expecting reward , read 
the other. Inside the village htfle supplementary signs urged 
‘Every effort for agriculture’ and ‘Everythmg for a good 
harvest’. 

Kids grouped together and watched us silently Once I saw 
an old man stride over and shoo a bunch of them inside 1 had 
a strange feeling of shame We were an army of outcasts. We 
refilled our water bottles at the village pump and pushed on At 
3 00 p m. we passed through another village, but we still had no 
food. The crops here were fruit and wheat, but it all looked as 
moribund as the com we had passed earlier. We plodded on in 
a stupor of heat and exhaustion The sun looked down blankly 
and it shimmered up in reflection from the skimpy yellow wheat 
Justto breathe was like fire. 

At 4 30 or so, we finally caught sight of our camp in Ihe dis- 
tance From our vantage point it appeared only as dull red 
blotches of colour, dommated by a taU thin construction that 
looked for all the world like a church steeple. That, I knew. 
Wasn’t possible. As we drew nearer I saw that it was the water 
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tower, made of red bncfc like everythmg else The overall efifect 
of our camp was that of a mneteenth-century factory or mill 
The rectangular compound was dehneated by a high brick wall 
topped by electnfied wire, and the wall itself was surrounded by 
a moat At each comer was a watch-tower and in the centre, 
under the mevitable billboard, the bndge and the mam gate. 

‘Let us make a double harvest,' the billboard proposed. ‘One 
of labour and one of ideological reform ’ 

We trooped m over the bridge and pulled up beside the high 
wall of a stdl-unfimshed auditorium whose roof bore a huge red 
star Over on the left three more slogans were written doivn the 
flanks of the water tower: ‘Long hve the General Lme’, ‘Long 
hve the People's Communes’ and ‘Long hve the Great Leap 
Forward’. Surroundmg us entirely, and giving the place a stock- 
ade effect, were rows of single-storey bnck hooches with domed 
roofs, backed up agamst the walls There were our barracks, 
each one to hold twenty men. 

The guards told us we could sit down and take it easy un- 
til supper came Longman Koo and I went around to inspect 
our new home It was a mess The camp was brand new - we 
were among its first occupants - but nothing had been orgamzed 
yet, and the buildings were only rough-finished Obviously, we 
would have to put it all mto shape. 

‘Hey, look at this ’ 

It was one of our schoolmates from the hospital, standing 
over by the kitchen He had found the agi^rop’s blackboard. At 
the bottom he had chalked m a disconcerting message: 

‘In view of this year’s bad crops it has been necessary to re- 
duce the amount of food allocated to the kitchen Until further 
noUce prisoners' bread will consist of millet meal mixed with 
com meal and dried sweet potatoes ’ 

So those piles out by the railroad station weren’t for pigs, after 
all... 

At suppcrtime we received two ladles apiece of a vegetable 
soup thickened with fiour — a sort of vegetable porridge — and 
five small loaves of rmllet com-swect-potato bread It was sticky 
and glutinous and sweet 

‘Do they expect us to work on that?’ Koo wondered. 
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‘Maybe they’ll give us more tomorrow,’ I said, but I didn’t 
believe it very much. 

How can I describe the ten days that followed? They were 
certainly Miong the most harrowing of my life, and I remem- 
ber them like some sort of special trial or imtiation I had to 
undergo to prove something. What that something would be I 
don’t know, but it has to do with brute survival. 

We didn’t realize it then, bat our trainload had obviously 
been rushed down to Ching Ho to help salvage the disastrous 
harvest, Labour and machines were in short order and it was 
imperative to get as much as possible from the blighted crops. 
Our work in the wheat fields lasted only ten days, but they were 
hellish. Avrafcened every morning at four by the clangmg of a 
hammer against a secUon of rail - that umversal labour camp 
alarm clock - we washed and gobbled breakfast as ludicrously 
incongruous Chinese schmaltz blared out over the loudspeaker 
system. We were in the fields by five, where a cross-eyed agri- 
cultural technician and several warders were awaitmg us They 
passed out stubby sickles from the equipment cart, and we set to 
mitUng the stalks in regulation style - no sitting or squattmg, 
always bent over at the waist Three stalks at a tune and eight- 


een stalks to a bundle, to be tied neatly Of course we had norms, 
but no One, not even the former peasants, managed to hve up 
to them the first day. At water break time we got the lukewarm, 
kreemsh stuff the kitchen had used for cooking vegetables - it 
might contain some nounshment, was the reasomng, but we all 
longed for clear, cold water. Lunch was sweet bread and soup 
^d It Was followed, from 12 to 3 pm , by an obhgatory nap. 
We had to keep our eyes closed, even if the sun and the ants 
made it impossible to sleep. A regulation is a regulation. 

The days succeeded each other m dreary repetition of heat, 
achmg muscles and hunger. Koo and 1 were in relatively good 
shape, but the weak pnsoners only grew weaker By the fifth day 
We noticed a pile of rough coffins over on one of the raised 
■roadways, and by the tenth day one of our own cellmates was 
m one. God knows how many died throughout the camp. 

Toward the middle of the harvest, when I was beginmng 
" wonder senously if I would make it, Kdo came up with a 
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we amved was that there were no walls or guard towers but 
simply a cluster of one-storey red brick buddings and a big 
beaten-earth yard, a rough basketball court and, of course, 
more slogans : ‘Everyone Must Take Part In The Technological 
Revolution’ and Trying Means Production’.But these buddings 
were not for us. We continued past them untd we came upon a 
Sete at the northern end of the village. This was more like it, a 
real prison compound. The open buddmgs we had passed at the 
front had been for the free workers and their famdies. 

Our own compound was a distressing sight. Strewn like flot- 
sam on a beach were httle groups of old men - scarcely a young 
person in sight - listlessly going through their various motions 
of existing. Many of them were slapping flies with paper swat' 
ters and carefully placing them in bottles. Flies were useful 
There was a nationwide campaign on for the examination of 
flies, and every prisoner not otherwise engaged had a quota of 
fifty a day. Extra flies could be saved and used to barter for 
cigarettes. Some of tire men were so weak that they were re- 
duced to crawhng; some sat in the shade staring at nothing; 
some were bhnd. It looked like something Dante might have 
Bnagmed. 

Eventually a warder came from one of the buildings to take 
Us m charge, and even he was a sorry sight. He had only one 
Mm, his clothes were httle better than rags, and he looked durty 
and unkempt, hke a poor peasant He regarded us unenthusias- 
tically and led us into a long dirt-floored room, filled with maga' 
Mnes and newspapers and a few books - the hbrary, 

*My name is Wang,’ he said, ‘and I’m one of the brigade 
leaders. You have been sent here to join the Brigade for the Old, 
tippled and Weak, but that doesn’t mean you won’t work. 
Those of you who are able wdl be expected to woric ’ 

He filled us m on our housing, work norms and meals, then 
led us to a row of temporary sheds made of bamboo matting, 
where we dropped our bedrolls. The sheds weren’t much, but at 
least they kept the sun away We went to the kitchen for lunch : 
one bowl of vegetable soup and a thin piece of bread resembhng 
n chocolate bar, in six sections. The bread was made from black 
beans and was so soggy that we spooned it up rather than hold' 

181 




hooch we held an informal meeting to choose who would dig 
and who would carry the baskets of soil Ten of the weakest 
were elected as diggers and the rest of us to carry the fifty-pound 
baskets, two by two. We weren’t awakened the neirt morning 
until 6 am. 

‘Ah, the late risers!’ exclaimed the kitchen worker when we 
went m for our soup and bread. We set to our job The two in 
each team had to cany their basket only a hundred or so yards, 
and at first it seemed to be easy work. No one was worrying 
about norms The baskets grew heavier as the day wore on At 
one point I told my partner to take a break and went to the 
pump to wet the bit of rag I was using as a shoulder pad A 
trusty was leamng against the wall indolently. 

‘May I use the pump to wet my rag?’ I asked I was playing it 
safe It’s better to ask before you act in prisons. 

‘You know how it works,’ he said wilh a shrug. ‘You want me 
to pump it for you or something?’ 

‘1 just didn’t want to break any rules ’ 

‘You ain’t breaking any rules. If you were. I’d tell you.’ 

It was a strange place, this Northern Precious Village There 
Was scarcely any disciphne, no norms and hardly any guards 
They weren’t needed. Most of the prisoners were either bhnd or 
crippled or too weak to run And we, the strong ones, weren't 
going to change our easy work for the harvesting we had just 
gone through So everything was in order Four days after we 
arrived. Warder ‘One-arm’ called me to his office 

Tell me, Bao, what did you do before your arrest?’ 

‘I was a translator for embassies. Warder ’ 

‘A stinking mtellectual, huh? I thought so And of course 
you're a counterrevolutionary, too? And you’re m for a long 
time?’ 

‘Twelve years. Warder ’ 

‘You got off lightly We have a name for deformed people 
like you - people whose brains are worse than cesspools By the 
time we’re through with you, you’ll be a new man, Bao With a 
new and clean brain. But to remould yourself you have to work 
With determination. We can only do half the job — the other half 
“a up to you. To carry out the task the government has given 
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me, I have deaded to transfer you to Section Six. The transfer 
takes place nninediately. Dismissed ’ 

When I told Longman I was being transferred from the con- 
struction brigade, he said I was lucky My new work was sure 
to be easier That evemng I picked up my gear and moved down 
to Section Six, which was only four hooches down the line. I 
vras happy for that, because it meant I’d always be able to see 
Longman and the others m the evenmgs Friends are the most 
valuable commodity of all m work camps. 

The leader of Section Six was a bald, round-faced pnsoner in 
his fifties, named Yeh, who welcomed me to the hooch with 
courtly Mandarm politeness He even made a little presenta' 
ton 

‘Attenton, everyone,’ he said, ‘this is our new classmate, Bao 
Ruo-wang Fd hke it if we could aU welcome him and give hun 
a helping hand with work tomorrow so he’ll be able to learn 
quickly’ 

Yeh was a fine human being Even in Prison Number One, no 
cell or secton leader had spoken so mcely Incongruously 
enough, his polite words were immediately followed by an in- 
Vitatonto 30in my new classmates m a little Struggle The object 
of our attenhons was seated on an old stool in the centre of the 
room He was a skinny little character about twenty-six with 
enormous black eyes, deeply tanned and dressed in rags At that 
moment he was wearing a big patchwork, visored hat he’d made 
hunself, resembhng a baseball cap He was one of the saddest 
creatures I had ever laid eyes on He already seemed resigned 
to the worst 

It was my first meeting with Pan Fu-kang - Small Pan, we 
called him, to differentiate him from the others who bore the 
same rather common name Small Pan was, I think, a quadroon 
— one quarter white and the rest Chinese - and I forget why he 
was sent to the camps, but the pohtical pohce might just as well 
have given him a death sentence right at the start He never had 
been able to make the adjustment to confinement and food 
ratiomng He hved in such terror of dying that he reverted more 
and more to childhood By the time I met him, he was already 
acting like a whimpetmg baby, and would get even worse. We 
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all liked Small Pan and tried to help him, but it was no good A 
few months later I watched him die with a piece of cake m his 
mouth. 

Our Struggle that night broke up in less than half an hour. No 
one had his heart in it. A few of the cellmates perfunctonly 
accused Pan of a bad attitude toward work, malingering and 
slandering the government by his complaints, but it was really 
only to please the brigade leader Yeh broke up the session and 
had the scribe enter in the record that Pan had resisted cnticism 
freely and sincerely offered. 

We of Section Six were up the next morning at five for our 
bowi of vegetable porridge, and it wasn’t until then that I 
learned what our work consisted of’ We collected pig shit. We 
were the fertihzer technicians I followed Yeh unenthusiastic- 
ally to the sties. When we were withm 100 yards, I could smell 
them already. 

‘Don’t worry,’ he said affably, ‘you get used to the stink. 
Pretty soon you don’t even notice it ’ 

I felt hke vomiting Hundreds of grunting, snorting animals, 
massive and black, were strugghng to get at the potato peels. 
Wild vegetables and miscellaneous garbage that a prisoner was 
heavmg into their troughs. It was hard to figure which smelled 
the worst, the garbage, the pigs themselves or the excrement. 
The pig yard was made of bnck, hke a pato, so that none of the 
fertihzer would be lost, and their hving quarters, rows of slant- 
roofed pens, were carefully freshened up each day by shovels 
of fine,\-dry, sandy earth. Our job was to shovel the sand from 
the pens after the pigs had fouled it, toss the wet mess mto a 
ditch over on the side and then add straw to the mixture. The 
pig excrement and urine quickly fermented with the straw to 
make a horrible, rich, black mess that was high-grade fertihzer. 
We would then scoop the muck out, pile it in mounds and re- 
Paat the process. There are many ways of building socialism 

Yeh called a break at ten, and I remember the moment well 
because he gave me a tip about making a cigarette camp-style I 
Was about to hght up a normal cigarette When he abruptly 
stopped me. 

“Wait a minute,’ he said. You’re wasting that,’ 
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He broke my cigarette open and dumped the tobacco onto 
one of the httle squares of newspaper pnsoners always carry 
with them. From a httle cloth pouch he drew out an equal 
amount of dried wild mint leaves, mixed it all together, rolled 
two fat smokes and handed me one 
‘Here,’ he said with a laugh ‘Have a menthol smoke ’ 

The rest of the day passed easily enough, and I was surpnsed 
at how rapidly I became accustomed to the sour stink of the 
pigs Late in the afternoon ‘One-arm’ wandered by to check on 
us He came upon the scene just as I was bending over to re 
move a piece of shit that had stuck to my sandal. ‘One-aim’ saw 
the opportumty for an ideological analogy. 

‘What are you doing there?’ His tone was sharp. 

‘Cleamng my sandal It’s dirty ’ ' 

‘Your brain is dirtier than that, and it smells worse, too Stop 
that immediately. That is a bourgeois habit Clean your head 
instead I’ 

That evemng as we trudged back to the barracks I couldn’t 
help noticmg that Small Pan was eating a rotten tomato he had 
stolen from the pig slops I was appalled, but the others either 
didn’t notice or didn't care. 

‘Small Pan,’ I said, ‘are you really as hungry as that?’ 

I'll never forget the look he gave me, the sort of look an am- 
mal gives when it is trapped 
Don t talk so nice, new man Your turn will come ’ 

He wolfed the tomato down and stared at me defiantly. 
‘Areyougoingtoreportmeforthat? Go ahead Idon’tcare’ 
Of course Small Pan was right Even though it took me a lot 
longer than that, I, too, became a scavenger and ate worse things 
than rotten tomatoes A lot worse. And as the iromes would 
have It, exactly a week after my morahzing remonstrance, our 
food was made subject to new emergency measures The farm’s 
autonomously produced food supply had suffered so badly from 
the drought that the administrators were forced to ask the state 
for help It was an embarrassing and difficult posiUon. To cut 
their demands to the minimum, the farm directors mstituted a 
system of official scavenging From that week on, our food 
supply was to be stretched by addmg wild vegetables, weeds and 
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plants. Two sections were detailed to collect the various edible 
stems and leaves from the fields while the rest of us worked, I 
remember in partieular the stems we called ma erh tsai, which 
looked something like green spaghetti when they were boiled, 
had a sourish taste but, apparently, no nutritional value. Just to 
keep tilings fair and square, we also fed wild vegetables to the 
pigs. 

After work that first day everyone but me changed to a care- 
fully segregated set of clean clothes. I didn't have anything else 
to wear. Yeh took me over to the hbrary to fix me up. The 
librarian, it turned out, was also the man who gave out clothes 
- a useful man to know. He was a tall old man named Hsmng, 
quite distinguished in his horn-rimmed glasses, white jacket and 
pants and black sandals. Hsiung took me to a storeroom oppo- 
site the hbrary where dozens of used shirts and pants were 
stacked next to a pile of odd shoes. I grabbed one set of every- 
thing. It was, I reflected, the first time I had received anythmg 
from the Chinese government 

Hsiung was a likeable fellow. Without the least hesitation he 
told me he had been sent up for thievery. 

T stole lots of stuff,’ he said, proudly. 

He busied himself with an abacus, then took a shp of paper, 
entered my name and added some figures. 

“What’s that f or? ’ I wondered. 

‘Your pocket money for the next month. Two yuan. You 
came on the first of July and you get your allowance on the 
fifteenth. If you work w^ that is. If not, we make reductions.’ 

“Does everyone get allowances?’ 

■No. Only those who work. And those who don’t work get 
Only SIX ounces of food a day. That’s our principle here - if you 
don’t work, you don’t eat’ 

Hsiung was exaggeratmg somewhat but he vrasn’t far from 
we truth I noticed a chart on the wall, with columns and little 
squares. 

The cemetery,’ he said calmly, arranging his paperwork. “We 
enter the name m each square so we can keep track of who’s 
buned where.’ 

His orderlmess was fasclnafing. ‘Are the graves dug already?’ 
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•No, Bao ’ He smiled mdulgenfly, ‘If we did that, they would 
just flU up with mud dunng the winter. No, we dig each one 
fresh’ ' 

•Who does the diggmg?’ 

- ‘Ihere’s a brigade of volunteers. We have to have that be< 
cause the death rates are high here ’ 

‘They don’t send the bodies back to the famihes?’ 

'Oh, yes They can, yes indeed Butonly if the famihes ask for 
them - but they have to pay Once a man’s dead, the govern- 
ment’s not responsible for him anymore. You’re not considered 
a prisoner when you’re dead.’ 

A few days later I ran Into Koo. who broke into peals of 
bughter when he saw my tattered outfit and smelled my aroma. 

They’ve got me watching cows now, and I think TU stay 
there, old Bao. I’m not a snob, but you smell worse than they 
do’ 

He walked away holding his nose. 

The comic rehef was fun, but there wasn’t much of it The 
case of the brigade barber swiftly brought us back to the reah- 
ties of disciplme. I was surprised to leam that we had a barber 
m Northern Precious Village It was Yeh who brou^t me over 
to his place, a large, square room with a beaten earth floor and 
three wooden chairs The barber was a squat httle fellow in his 
forties who stuttered We chatted pleasantly while he gave me 
the required military-style trim He told me he was m on a 
morals charge, but I didn’t ask what kind and he didn’t offer to 
elaborate We left it at that while 1 enjoyed the Imtury of a 
shave 

I wouldn’t spend too much time around the barber,’ Yeb 
cautioned me back in the hooch ’He’s a bad example.’ 

Coming from Yeh that was strange He was an inteUigent, 
cultured individual who scarcely bothered himself with doc- 
trine No matter I wasn’t going to argue with him 

I don t remember the date, but it was probably two or three 
weeks later that it happened It had been laimng all morning 
and most of us hadn’t been requued to go out to our jobs late 
in the afternoon the sun blazed through the clouds and started 
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drying up the earth. Suddenly whistles started blowing. 

•Jihol’ 

^ It was the call for assembly - and there were to be no except 
tlons, the warders told us. We straggled out into the courtyard 
and arranged oursdves in our section order. I was m the front 
row, next to Yeh. We pulled out bags of tobacco, rolled smokes 
and waited. The damp earth steamed as the sun beat down on 
it Then I heard the sound of chains behmd us. 

The first one to come before us was Wang, our one-armed 
warder, and he was qmckly joined by the bngade leader in 
charge of production, a man named Yen, perhaps a dozen 
guards and finally an official of some sort, dressed m a blue Mao 
uniform and holding a neat, black bnefcase. In the middle of 
them all was the barber, ted up in chams and fetters. A rope 
around his neck and cinched at the waist kept his head bowed. 
His hands were tied behmd his back. The guards shoved him 
duectly in front of us. He stood there silently, like a trussed 
pemtent, as the steam wisped up around his feet. Yen had a 
speech. 

T have someflung awful to speak about. I’m not happy to do 
It and it’s nothing to be proud of. But it is my duty and it should 
be a lesson for you This rotten egg here was jailed on a morals 
charge - homosexual relations with a boy. He only received 
■Seven years for this offence. Later, when working in the paper 
null, his behaviour was constantly bad and he stole repeatedly. 
His sentence was doubled. Now we have established that while 
here, he seduced a young prisoner nineteen years old - a men^ 
tally retarded prisoner. If this happened in society, he would be 
severely punished. But by doing what he did here, he not only 
sinned morally but he also dirtied the reputation of the prison 
and the great pohcy of Reform Through Labour. Therefore, in 
consideraton of his repeated offences, the representative of the 
Supreme People’s Court will now read you his sentence.’ 

The man in the blue uniform strode forward and read out the 
sombre document, a recapitulation of the offences that ended 
■With the decision of the People’s Court; death with immediate 
execution of sentence. 

Everytlfing happened so suddenly then that I didn’t even have 
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the time to be shocked or fnghtened, Before the man in the 
blue uoifoim had even fimshed pronouncing the last word the 
barber was dead The guard standing behind hun pulled out a 
huge pistol and blew his bead open A shower of blood and 
brains flew out and splattered those of us in the front rows I 
looked away from the hideous, twitching figure on the ground 
and vomited Yen came up to speak again 

‘Let this serve as a wammg to yon I have been authorized to 
tell you that no more lemency will be shown m this camp. From 
now on, all moral ofiences will be pumshed in the same way. 
No w go back to your cells and discuss this ’ 

He glanced down at me and the others who had been hit with 
brains and blood 

“You people, go have a wash and then go back to your cells 
for studies.’ 

Yen may have been dehberately exaggerating when he threat- 
ened all further offences with execution, but I am certain no one 
was tempted to test him Morals offences are not treated hghtly 
in China In the socialist countries in general, but even more so 
m Chma, deviations from the norm are not appreciated or con- 
sidered tolerable 

The reasomng is sunple Those who do not behave as normal 
human beings should be pumshed, for the purification of soci- 
ety After the revolution many male opera singers were perse- 
cuted because they impersonated women Sodomy and rape can 
be punished by death Females get five years for extra- or pre- 
mantal fornication A mamed man who seduces a married 
woman gets ten years A married man seducing an umnarned 
woman will receive an indeterminate but heavy sentence and 
ms partner a fight one Lesbianism has always been rate in 
Cmna, but the once-widespread homosexuality is no longer 
tolerated f have read of men being raped m Western prisons In 
China the guilty party would be shot on the spot. 

My work with the pigs became more and more routine, to the 
point that It hardly bothered me anymore I reached something 
of an apogee one day when we were detailed to empty the fer- 
tilizer fermentmg in the big ditch We loaded the black, stmfang 
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muck into mckcr baskets with heavy wooden scoops, but it was 
awkward for me to bend over on the shppery bank to fill my 
scoop. I took the example of two other prisoners and simply 
jumped in feet first - in shit up to my waist As I was heaving 
the stuff around, Wong, the man who had compared my in- 
teUectual’s brain to a cesspool, ambled up to the pig sties. 

“Well, Bao,’ he said with good cheer, ‘you’re making progress. 
I sec you’re learning a lesson. That’s good Continue that way.’ 

It might have been because of ’One-arm’s’ approval that one 
day not long afterward I was assigned the easy job of guarding 
the vegetable patch. All I had to do was sit down in the shade, 
read a book and make sure no one shpped m to steal anything. 
It was a perfect, restful day’s sinecure. Around 1 1 o'clock in the 
morning Warder Wong’s wife came through the gate with a 
httle basket. I kept my mouth closed and read my book We 
were not supposed to talk to any women, let alone free ones and 
even more so the wives of our leaders. She took some tomatoes 
and eggplants and went back out without a word. That evening 
back in the hooch a guard came to fetch me. ‘One-arm’ wanted 
to have a word with me. 

'Sit down, Bao,’ he said, every inch the schoolmaster. ‘Now 
iellme: What mistake did you make today?’ 

We were at the old game agam. *I don’t know, Warder.’ 

The glare; ‘Don’t he. You know the penalties for lying.’ 

I stared at him blankly. 

“What did you do m the garden today?’ 

‘I read a book.’ 

“That’s good ’ 

‘Nothing parficular happened. No one stole anything. Your 
Wife came for some eggplwts and tomatoes, that’s all.’ 

‘So something did happen, didn’t it? You even know how 
much she took, don’t yon? Did she pay?’ 

‘Warder, I couldn’t stop your wife,’ I protested, but he drove 
' his point home. 

‘I told you to stop anyone - that meant even me' Those 
Vegetables are government property, not nune. You know what 

you’re gomg to do?’ 

He bent down and came up with his wife’s basket in his hand. 
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‘Take this and weigh the vegetables and look on the hst to see 
how much they cost And then make sure I get charged for that 
amount.’ 

He dismissed me and I earned out the httle commercial pro- 
cedure I’ve often wondered smee how he pumshed his wife 
Communist cadres may be a painful lot at times, but they are 
the most scrupulous people I have ever known 

On the twenty-fifth of July a heavy consignment of new pris- 
oners arrived, some three hundred in all They were a terrifymg 
lot 

They didn’t want ns anymore m Petang,’ one of them told 
me, and I could see why There didn’t seem to be an able-bodied 
man among them Some were even on stretchers, and most of 
the rest were leanmg on sticks or each other There was no 
doubt they bad been assigned to Northern Precious Village to 
die 

I was surprised to see among them a man I knew, or what was 
left of him He had been anacquaintance of mine since the old 
days m the diplomatic circle, where he had been a servant in a 
Western embassy. His problem was he had been too loyal to his 
employers. When the pohee asked him to spy on the embassy 
staff, he refused, because they bad always treated him honour- 
ably It IS not a good idea to say no to Chinese pohee He died 
in Northern Precious Village while I was there 

At the end of that week Old Yeh mtemipted our section’s 
smoke break with an announcement 

Tve just come from the brigade leader’s office,’ he said. The 
eight of us have been assigned the job of burying the dead. I 
guess they figure that since we’re already domg the dirtiest 
work, we wouldn't mind takmg on the bunal detail, too In 
return we will all draw maximum rations, get an extra meal 
when we work at night and be able to keep small things we find 
on the bodies, like cigarettes and soap bars ’ 

The very next night we had our first assignment, some poor 
unknown from among that pathetic batch of arrivals. We 
heaved him fully clothed mto our httle handcart with the bi- 
cycle wheels and hustled him up to the graveyard on the bill. It 
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was a beautiful evening, with a red sunset and the cicadas sing- 
ing in the trees. The hole was ready. We dumped him in as he 
M’as - there were no more cotiins in those days - covered him 
With his sleeping mat and quickly filled the hole Small Pan 
looked on m horror He didn’t touch his shovel. When we came 
back, we got two extra pieces of bread 

The next morning we were called in from the pigs for another 
one. This time we had to dig the hole ourselves While four of 
them went off to start digging, I and the others fetched the 
body. This one had been a cripple, but by the looks of him he 
was an intellectual from a good family His coat was clean and 
his coverlet was silk We gathered his fountain pen and books to 
send to his family and heaved him into the cart My toe ached 
with each step up to the graveyard I had hurt it several days 
earlier and now it was infected That was going to cause me 
more trouble later, but for now my only concern was to bury 
our Unfortunate classmate 

As I approached the graveyard I saw a strange scene Every- 
one was standing around the freshly dug hole and suddenly one 
of them - It turned out to be Small Pan - detached himself from 
die others and threw himself at the feet of the guard witnessing 
the burial Two of the men in the section, Shau and Chang, 
pulled him away 

On the way back Yeh told me Small Pan had gone a little bit 
crazy when he saw the body coming He begged the guard to 
send him back to Peking, even to the Transit Centre if they 
Wanted He was sure he would die if he stayed on in Northern 
Precious Village The poor little bastard was right Of course 
We had to Struggle him back in the hooch No one wanted 
particularly to do it, but the guard had given us orders We 
compromised by giving him a group-criticism session, avoiding 
the rancour an'd insult of a Struggle We advised him to go to 
the warder and make a clean breast of his doubts and explain 
his attitude ' 

Small Pan agreed and left the room at about 8 p m to give it 
a try When he came back, he was in tears Pan cried more and 
more toward the end of his hfe Yeh yelled at him to cut it out 
~ Weeping in prison was a sign of resentment, as if the govem- 
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meat were oppressing him m some way SmaU Pan stood there 
in that little peaked cap he had made out of extra pieces cut 
from his jacket, his shoulders heaving in grief. 

‘How would you feel if the warder threatened to put your 
ration down to eighteen catties a month?’ he sobbed ^ 

Eighteen catties That made about twenty pounds. Ych didn t 
press the point ‘Sit down and do your lesson,’ he said 
The infection m my toe soon spread up my leg through the 
lymph glands and fonned a gruesome boil on my groin When 
It started bubbhng, I had to go see the doctor At least he was 
honest with me The combination of my TB and the bad rations 
made the boil extremely dangerous, but it still wasn't the time 
to operate We could do nothing but wait Pamcked at the 
thought of a generalized mfeebon fimshing me off, I W'ent to see 
‘One-arm’ and made an exceptional request to be transferred 
back to Peking If I was going to die, I told him, I wanted to be 
near my family He gave me a scolding for my improper atti- 
tude and ordered me to write out an admission of ideological 
fault I should have known better 
In the burial detail we had a brief experience with the magic 
black box, an invention of some zealous cadre Coffins had long 
smee disappeared, since the wood was urgently needed for other 
purposes, but the authorities of Northern Precious Village evi- 
dently felt that form should be served nonetheless The result of 
fheu" concern was the black box - a special, reusable coffin with 
a shding bottom We would place the box directly over the hole 
and then, so to speak, pull the rug out from under the corpse, 
which would pile headlong into its final resting place Warder 
Wang finally did away with this grisly pretence, and I admired 
hun for it 

One mght late in August we got a call that there was a fresh 
corpse for us Half our section was away domg something else, 
It turned out, so there were only four of us left Two of them 
went to dig the grave, but the one who was stipposed to help me 
had cramps and couldn’t leave the hooch I went to the Black 
Shed alone, pulhng the nckshaw cart behind me The Black 
Shed was a special place reserved only for prisoners who were 
dying When a prisoner was m his last hours, he was carried 
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lo slf>ir. p’lt of <ip|)! of (he otiicr;. It vvns heller for 
monjlc Often ihcre ttere !«« or cten ilirce of tliem in llierc at a 
tifre 

Tl,t fiiari! who Ji’ni (,-sUctI me out helped me load tlic corpse, 
fill )>) lU hcdcloihes, into the cart, bin then he look oH. 1 w.is 
left In Carrs oat list I'Hrnl alone. More Ilian a mile, I h.ad to 
'•aM, ssuh It behind me. llic moon ssas nc.irlj full bill I didn't 
Joak' !i.'ck H's head thumped apamst the side hoards as we 
chinbc i the pith; it 'sas .••s if he were still .ilisc .and protesting 
Wien I buried him. his cscs sscre still open The next morning 
I a‘kcj 'One atm’ to msl c sure 1 w mild never have to do a night 
hurijt .alone anjTnorc. In Stpicnihcr sac ascraged two deaths a 
d.'v and hy Odoher most of those three hundred svho had come 
front Pckiiif on Julysserc dc.ad 

Simmer ss?s finished in the middle of September. The sun 
was «iill ssarm sslicn it showed itself, but the skies ss'crc almost 
constantly cloudy .and the rams came more regularly When the 
cold hccinie acute. Ycli p.asc me a tip - snuggle up to the pigs 
tor ssarmih. Tar from running away, the animals actually 
seemed to enjov our comp.iny in such close quarters I huddled 
n«t to (heir opiilcni black flanks, svatched the ram and pon- 
dered the vagaries of fate that had brought me there. 

Throughout the whole time with the pigs, my pal Koo kept 
hustling and helping me out as he had done in the days of the 
wheal harvest in Branch Farm Tlircc A master scavenger, he 
set something of a record one week by catching a chicken and 
then a hedgehog, which he shared with me and a few other 
friends That was, of course, counterrevolutionary behaviour, 
hut Iiiilc matter Longman cooked the animals in the classic 
peasant style, first gutting them and then applying big gobs of 
sticky mud around them lo make a ball of clay The ball hung 
for a few hours over a fire and when Longman broke it open, it 
fell away from the cooked chicken, pulling the feathers with it. 
A little wild garlic and some salt from the horse trough made it 
a memorable feast. 

I finally had my operation in the first week of October 
Naturally there was no anaesthetic, and since the doctor was not 
^ practitioner of acupuncture, I had only a rag to bite on as he 
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opened up and lanced my bod. The opeiabon was a success, 
though, and I could feel myself getting stronger with each of 
the five days of rest that ‘One-arm’ gave me. I passed the time 
loafing around the cell and reading penodicals m the hbrary. 
Now I could watch the progress of the burials on Hsiung’s 
cemetery chart with a professional eye 
On 13 October, I was out m the fields with the pigs when Yeh 
told me the warder wanted to see me When I got back to the 
compound, I saw a wooden horse cart m front of his office And 
Longman was standmg there! Somethmg was up Because of 
our good efforts and our positive attitude, ‘One-arm’ told us, 
we were bemg transferred back to Number Three Farm We 
were a rare oddity, Koo and I The traffic to Northern Precious 
Village was almost entirely one way, we were some of the few to 
gobacktothehvmg 

‘Zheng chu,’ said Old Yeh, who had come to see us off - Keep 
stnving 

‘Sure, Yeh,’ I said ‘And good luck to you ’ 

I never saw Yeh agam I suppose the burial detail evenhn 
ally got him. 



Chapter Eleven 


Tins time wc spent only a week in Clung Ho Koo and I were 
assigned to digging irrigation ditches, but it was only to mark 
time We learned the real reason for our precipitate transfer on 
the cloudy afternoon of 20 October, when the education and 
discipline warder called all prisoners into the auditorium for a 
special meeting Tlic budding had been more or less completed 
in the three and a half months I had been gone, the banners and 
slogans around the stage made a properly impressive setting As 
Longman and I were taking our places we noticed some new 
faces in the crowd - fresh anivals from Northern Precious 
Village They had just come in that morning, they told us They 
«'crc about a hundred and, no, they didn’t have any idea why 
•hey had been transferred The warder introduced a tali man in 
ohve-drab tunic and blue pants - Ching Ho’s deputy director. 

‘Today I have good news for you,’ he cried out ‘You are go- 
ing to set up a new farm You arc going to the Northeast [Man- 
churia] You people have been especially chosen for this honour. 
Vou will have the glorious task of producing more food for the 
country and raising the people's standard of living ’ 

Come on, applaud'' demanded an ag'tprop somewhere in 
our midst We brought our palms together m the open-handed 
Chinese manner 

fn the next few days the government will issue you warm 
clothes,’ the deputy director continued ‘You may write your 
families or even invite them for a visit if you wish You wiU be 
leaving m four days ’ 

There was no way any of ns could bring our famthes down 
liere on that short a notice, but form had been served by telling 
••s that visits were not forbidden 
This is a period of great joy,’ he went on I felt like an enhste 
Can on the Crusades ‘You must volunteer, but we can t take all 
you. We will examine you to see who is fit.’ 
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I followed the flow of traffic and found myself in front of a 
warder w/th a pen I was volunteering for the famous Hsing 
Kai'Hu - the Lake of Emergent Enthusiasm 
In the days that followed we naturally enough repeated the 
delicious hearsay about the abounding food up north, the lakes 
full of flsh, the woods of wild boars and berries and the fields 
of soybeans, nee and fruit But there were a few old hands who 
had already been there They gave us some of the other sides of 
the picture 

Prisoners w ore handmade straw shoes in the winter, they said, 
because in anything else, in any manufactured boot known in 
China, one’s feet were bound to freeze There was a special 
kind of grass up there called woo la ts’ao The trick was to take 
this soft, pliable stuff and line the straw shoes with it to absorb 
tlic moisture that brings on frostbite The winter temperatures 
went down as far as forty below, but prisoners weren’t obliged 
to work outside beyond thirty below Work norms were calcu- 
lated on a seven day week - no time off at Hsmg Kai-Hu In 
summer, huge, powerful mosquitoes filled the air. The only way 
to coexist with them - the Chinese have succeeded in virtually 
eliminating flics but mosquitoes had still defied them - was to 
take to the fields wearing a net over the head and gloves on the 
h.lnds And woe to the prisoner who felt an irrepressible call 
of nature I Incontinent field hands quickly learned to light a 
bunch of smoky weeds when they dropped llieir drasvers, but 
the more courageous mosquitoes attacked anyway. At night, 
of course, no one dared sleep naked. 

On the positive side, the land was so fertile that it needed 
Iiardly anj care - so rich, in fact, it was loaded aboard trains 
and sliippcd to the poorer regions of central China to he used 
without further treatment as fertilizer The thasv arrived late in 
April and the winter freeze in October. In the months between, 
ntc and soy were planted by simply being strewn over the fields 
T he crops germinated on the black, oily loam without needing 
blip from man's hand 

On the tweni) -fourth 1,700 of us piled into trucks to be driven 
b’ck oier the twenty two and a half kilometres we had walked 
under the sun from Clndian railroad station. As our train 
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puDed away to the north the last sign we saw of Ching Ho was 
a billboard identifyjng Number Three Limestone Quarry. The 
long journey was under way. 

Each one of us was toting a bundle contaming a six-pound 
black padded jacket that closed with buttons up the front and 
a belt at the waist, black padded pants, a pair of padded green 
rubber and canvas boots and a fur hat with ear flaps. Since the 
tram was barely heated, Longman and I opened the bundles and 
put on our jackets straight away Our only long stop that day 
was a hventy-minute layover at Mukden (Shenyang) The next 
morning at dawn we hit Harbin, China’s northernmost major 
city, built by the Russians during the time of the great tsarist 
impenahsm We sat there two hours. In the distance, through 
the smoke from the chunneys, we could make out the omon 
domes of the Orthodox cathedral m the grey early hght. 

Our terminus was Mijmn, a small city in Hei Lung Kiang 
Provmce. Forty or fifty canvas-roofed army trucks - Russian 
Molotovs - were awaiting us and we piled in for the ten-hour 
tide north to our staging point. Two soldiers guarded the back 
of each truck Between every fifth vehicle was a jeep with more 
soldiers The rest of us made ourselves as comfortable as we 
could on the cold steel floors and watched the countryside roll 
past. It was nearly 8pm and getting dark when we came to 
Mi-Hsien, our transit point The air was sharp and bracing and 
clear We could see the stars clearly Everything about the place 
save an impression of robust, business-like efficiency Barely 
visible in the penumbra were symmetrical rows of sixty-man 
lents, each one ht inside by a single oil lamp The brightly lit 
kitchen tent was manned by smiling civilians who generously 
scooped out out first hot meal in two days, an unforgettable 
noodle dish, thick and brimming with soybeans Though we 
were fairly shaking from the cold, we were alive with excitement 
and enthusiasm Everythmg seemed abundant up here in Man- 
chliria, and strangely unprisonhke We found that the civihans 
l^ere happy to barter us the strong but high-quality local to- 
bacco for whatever we cared to put up I reluctantly parted with 
toy fountain pen against half a pound and Longman,' even 
*bough he didn’t smoke, got the same amount. Tobacco leaves 
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are better than money in the camps We hustled back to the 
dormitory tents, burrowed contentedly into the straw covering 
the beaten earth floor and fell into deep slumber 

It was still dark when the hammer hit the rad the next morn- 
ing and the commeal mush the civihans ladled out to us was 
laced with omons - a delicious departure from tradition, Long- 
man and I ate in a hurry and were still standing near the wooden 
tubs after everyone had been served To our joyful surprise the 
kitchen worker scooped us up an extra portion from the bottom 
of the tub Seconds in jail 1 

The rest of that mornmg and part of the afternoon we fol- 
lowed new, well-maintained dirt roads farther north We were 
already within the vast confines of the camp area and all around 
us we saw not only cultivated fields but also barracks, watch- 
towers, villages and other prisoners going about their work In 
me vegetable fields, not yet entirely harvested, were some of the 
i^t Chinese cabbages I had ever seen Everything seemed 
orderly and well tended Our guards made no attempt to block 
our viw or to stop us from talking or smoking Hsing Kai-Hn, 
It was becoming evident, was not a place where ideology coun- 


'“td at 4 pm The brick dwellings, one 
Of the latest triumphs of the Construction Battalion, looked 
solid and comfortable enough As our trucks drew to a halt we 
were astonished to see that the resident prisoners had arranged 
a reckon ceremony for us A big paper banner bore the mes- 
sage Welcome to Our New Schoolmates’. All around it were 
beaming faces and waving hands, they chanted slogans of 
r er y meetings, beat on httle drums and rattled cymbals It 
y soun amusmg to the Westerner, but I can assure you that 

accustomed to bemg 
eated like vile, crawhng things were actually being welcomed 

P°‘s oi 

r, tbey gave us 

whs ^ u bundles Do prisoners any- 

Where else m the world behave so marvellously? I doubt it 
r a cup of tea and assignment to barracks we were called 
together again to listen to a husky officer in a blue padded um^ 
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form. sliccpsKin coat and a brown fur hat with a prominent red 
star. 

^ 'You arc in Number Nine Farm,’ he said ‘It is a special place 
because it is located on some of the worst land in Hsing Kai-Hu. 
It was set Up for people who wanted to make an extra effort and 
show tlieir gratitude to the government Since then we have 
built up vegetable fields, a fruit orchard and a soybean proces- 
sing plant We also produce some meat from pigs and other 
small animals My name is Hsu. I don't expect any trouble from 
you but you must know that the door to my office is always 
open if you have ideological problems or bad thoughts to dis- 
cuss. You may voice your problems to me whenever you hke 
Tlie only thing 1 ask is that you observe the rules Since you 
need a rest, you won’t have to work tomorrow, but you should 
spend this free time making an ideological preparation for the 
day after tomori ow, when your work will start ’ 

After Warder Hsu’s speech we had a first-rate meal of soy- 
beans with pork and a sort of gruel containing cornmeal, onions 
and cabbage leaves. One of the residents offered me a smoke 
from the local leaf. I almost turned green when I inhaled It was 
the strongest stuff I had ever tasted. 

‘You’d better mix it with some vine leaves,’ he said with 
amusement ‘It’s a little hard to take at first ’ 

Our next day was devoted to studies and learning more from 
the veterans about how unbelievably cold the winters could get 
Inevitably, there were more stories about men freezing to death 
One mce touch bequeathed by the Construction Battahon was 
that our cell units were radiantly heated The brick huts were 
m lines wall to wall and between each one was a hollow space 
for fires Evtn the beds, made of planks laid over hollow brick- 
work, could be radiantly heated in the same fashion In a place 
of honour m the library were photographs of the ten prisoners 
who died in 1955 putting out a brush fire and who had been 
pardoned posthumously We were told to emulate their spirit 
The work we began the following mormng was almost en- 
joyable - tying up the spreading leaves of the giant cabbages 
which were about to be harvested. There were no norms; we 
were directed to work as hard and as conscientiously as we 
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could. Improper attitude, rather than low production, was the 
criterion for cutting a man’s rations. We responded to this in- 
dulgence by giving ourselves totally to the job at hand I can 
understand now how intelligent it was to treat the prisoners of 
Hsing Kai-Hu so fairly - it wasn’t the sort of place that could 
have been built on short rations. That was obviously why the 
Japanese had failed with their driven, intimidated slave labour. 
After a few days in the fields I was truly happy to be in the 
barren lands 

Fifteen days later my world fell apart I was called in to sec 
Warder Hsu on urgent business He looked grim. 

'It IS my duty to inform you that you arc in deep trouble,’ he 
growled Two other men, too I won’t tell you now what it is 
that IS wrong, but I want you to go back to your cell and think 
about it Think what it could be Tomorrow there will be some- 
one from Peking to speak with you ’ 

I was horrified ‘Is it something from my past?’ 

■No It IS something that happened since your arrest Tomor- 
row answer all the questions truthfully, even if you are afraid.’ 

When I returned to the cell, I saw that Longman had been 
called in, too, and another classmate, a man named Chi What 
the hell could it be? I spent a restless night trying to figure it 
out At nine in the morning a couple of jeeps came tor us 1 was 
scared We drove for thirty minutes to the headquarters of 
Number Nine Farm, a rather new grey brick building with an 
overhanging wooden eave The guards hustled us into a 
wooden fiooied waiting room with a cast-iron stove in the 
middle, a portrait of Mao and a map of China on the wall and 
a soldier drinking tea in the comer. We waited 

After ten minutes a guard led me into a room where an officer 
in a blue umform of thick flannel sat behind a plain table, 
inspecting me from behind busby eyebrows. Warder Hsu was 
with him They told me to Sit I didn’t have to bow my head, 
though 

TTou are a foreigner,’ said the man in the flannel uniform ‘A 
Frenchman Why didn’t yon tell them that at rhm) . Ho whra 
they transferred you?’ 

So that was it Ifeltreheved. 
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‘I didn’t kno^ I had to I \oIuntccrcd willi all the rest.’ 

‘We’re not blaming you for volunteering, but you should 
have gone to see the warder or the director of the prison ’ 

‘But that wouldn’t have gotten me anywhere,’ I protested. 
'Five months ago. when I was being transferred out of Prison 
Number One, 1 told a warder I was French. He said nationahty 
didn’t matter. All prisoners had to listen to the orders of the 
government, he told me’ 

'Well, nationality does matter,’ he said gruffly. ‘It was a miS'' 
lake to send you here Go to your cell and get your stuff ready. 
You’re going back.’ 

Longman and Chi got the same treatment. Neither one of 
them held a foreign passport as I did, but they both came from 
what is known as ‘overse.is Chinese’ - families who had emigra- 
ted to work elsewhere and established residence abroad Appar' 
ently the Smo-Soviet border even then was such a dehcate 
trouble spot that there was a standing rule to allow no foreign- 
ers or persons with families abroad into Hsing Kai-Hu. We were 
a dejected trio to board the train back south that 29 October. 

Illustration of Chinese police caution Koo, Chi and I and 
the two soldiers guarding us had an entire car to ourselves all 
the way back to Chmg Ho We made the journey in utter 
silence, too intimidated to talk among ourselves and too lowly 
to talk with the guards 

A jeep was waiting for us at the Chadian railroad station. 
Everything was the same as we had left it except that it was 
colder now The three of os were driven to Branch Farm Three 
and incorporated into a temporary brigade run by two warders 
named Yang To differentiate them, we called them Young 
Yang and Old Yang For three days we did miscellaneous clean- 
up work until a reorganization of the camp put us intoTeamOne 
of the Fifth Brigade There were sixteen of us m the team, and 
It was quite a cast of characters Besides me, there was one other 
halt-breed, Lo, who was a quarter American Classmate Soong 
had been an acquaintance of mine in Prison Number One and 
he Was - 1 hesitate to use the word - beautiful He was one of 
those rather common cases of effemmacy that occur among 
Chinese males. Graceful and slender, he resembled Mia Farrow, 
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but he was also deadly serious and one of the best workers iti 
the camp In society he had been an apprentice at the Peking 
Opera 

The most extraordinary-looking member of our team was 
named Lm, a powerfully built old man of sixty-five or so who 
had been a war lord general in the twenties and then later with 
the Nationalist Army With his barrel chest, Fu Manchu mous- 
tache and completely bald head, he could have stepped from 
the pages of a popular Chinese adventure saga His story is sad. 
We'U come to that presently 

Leong was the son of a rich Shanghai family that had fled to 
Hong Kong when the revolution came 1 don’t know what his 
reasons were for staying behind, but he eventually got de- 
nounced, arrested and sent up The family sent hun occasional 
food parcels, but such was their ignorance of camp life that 
they invariably filled the packages with luxury items - smoked 
delicacies, perfumed soap, candies and the like Once He even 
received a big tin of pile de fate gras The onty time I saw him 
happy with the parcels was when he found a two-pound tin of 
refined lard That was useful - he could mix it in with his soup 
to make It richer 

There were also two English-speaking intellectuals, Ku, a 
young student from Peking, and Jimmy Chin, a man who be- 
came a great pal of mine, the Cambridge graduate who was 
arrested because he thought English texts should be used for 
teaching the Enghsh language Small Pan was back among us, 
too, the poor little fellow He had been released from Northern 
Precious Village but the change scarcely made him any happier 
By now he had become a chronic malcontent and complainer 

Longman was named cell leader, which was fine with all of 
us He was one of those rare persons whom everybody auto- 
matically trusts, a man of good faith His deputy was named Lo 
Longman found himself appointed to one of the easiest but 
most tortuous jobs of all - kitchen worker, in charge of divvy- 
ing up and distributing the rations He did what he could for us 
when food became dramatically scarce later that fall, but his 
goodwill couldn’t help our hunger much 

And then there was Sun - Lao Sun Sun had been a cop and 
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a good Communist, a graduate of the PoEce Academy and a 
member of the new Democrahc Youth League, but the plea- 
sures of the flesh did hun m. He was strikingly handsome, 
stocky and fair skinned and there must have been some Tuike- 
Siam blood in him because his eyes were wide rather than sht 
m the Chinese manner. He spoke with a heavy Shansi accent 
He told me his story one dnazly afternoon when we were 
scrounging through the cabbage Adds for odd leaves and stems 
to augment our rations 


Something went wrong with my ideology,’ he said with a Eght 
laugh. 'I don’t know if you could call it counterrevolutionary, 
out the fact is I got sent up for lEicit sex relations. The gnl 
Was my boss’s wife. The pohee chief’s wif^ can you figure that? 
It wasn’t very smart of me, but she insisted and I finafly just 
couldn’t turn it down anymore. They sent me to the bnck fact 
lory first, bat then I got transferred here.’ 

We rolled a cigarette - the standard fat camp cigarette of 
ucwspnnt twisted closed at either end - with my fresh Manchu- 
nen leaf. As we were smoking, a new guard trotted over to give 
®c a dressmg-down. It was iEegaJ for me to pass anything of 
mine to Sun, he reminded us, and dlegal for him to accept. 

This tobacco belongs to the government,’ I hed. ‘It was issued 
lu me in Hsing Kai-Hu Camp. 'What the government gives me 
llic nght to give to others, don’t I?’ 

The guard didn’t know where he stood on that one. He didn't 
pursue the matter. He was one of those bastards who was qmck 
jo spot any infringements of regulations but who couldn't be 
cthered to bring water to the workers in the fields 
T used to be like that,’ Sun said ruefully. ‘Always trying to 
merits. I used to report to my boss how many times the 
Pagers farted. We cops would be eating stewed pork and eggs 
uud rice and the ordinary people would be eating wo’tous. We 
tad meat two or thhee times a week and they had it twice a year. 
When I see people like that guard, I’m happier to be here At 
^t we’re honest Our standard of hving was fifty times better 
man theirs. We had our own special kitchen with all the sesame 
“■I and bean oil we wanted. And the state called us Commm 
"taCi Communists, my ass.* 
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Sun's comments about oil were especially pertinent Oil is 
absolutdy basic to Chinese nourishment The rations of a prison 
or camp or commune are mvariably described in terms of how 
much oil IS used Oil gives strength Without it a man can t 
work In the bad tomes the peasants had only boiled and steamed 
foods, usually grams and vegetables, and almost never meat A 
peasant caught killing a pig would go straight from the farm to 
the camps The government used all its mgemous powers of per- 
suasion to tout substitute foods In 1958 and 1959, for ejiample, 
there had been bumper crops of sweet potatoes For one Chinese 
cent - less than half an American cent - you could buy a catty 
(1 .1 lbs ) of them The farms even sold them on credit to get nd 
of them in a hurry, and dehvered them The newspapers were 
filled with articles extolling file nutritive value of sweet potatoes 
- supenor in calories to nee and m protem to wheat - and sug- 
gestions for recipes There were sweet potato breads, chips, cakes 
and desserts of all kinds Once back in the Interrogation Centre, 
we had been allowed to buy individual batches of sweet pota- 
toes for ridiculously low prices There was a big shipment that 
had to be eaten before it rotted. For two days we starving pns- 
oneis glutted ourselves on those damn things, and then were 
floored by diarrhoea for two more The expernnent ended in a 
hurry It wasn’t conducive to confessions 

In 1960 and 1961, while I was m Ching Ho, the sweet potato 
crop was mediocre Suddenly newspapers started calhng them 
positive menaces to the health, purveyors of stomach prob- 
lems and even diabetes The people were well served to be 
rid of them That was economic planmng for you 

Sweet potatoes bring hack a vivid memory of a httle vignette 
I witnessed later in the fall, when the ration situation was be- 
coming catastrophic Two prisoners were arguing over m 8 
comer of the compound, and one of them exclaimed : 

'You’ve got no face’ 

That is a very strong insult for a Chinese It means he is 
shameless, abject, despicable The other man - 1 recognized him 
as a classmate named Lei Ying-fang - sunply said, ‘I’m hungry.’ 

I saw what it was about as I got nearer Lei had grabbed some 
half-rotten sweet potato peels from the garbage heap and was 
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rinsing them under a tap. With perfect calm he picked them 
apart and ate them as we watched. I.ei wasn’t a pretty man - in 
fact with his round face and thick, fat nose he resembled noth- 
ing so much as a pig - but he knew how to keep himself ahve 
and didn’t worry about mceties. Like Sun he, too, had been a 
good Commumst, but he had erred and was sent away for three 
years of Education Through Labour. His stubborn nature led 
him to continue making cntical remarks, though, and one day 
he was transferred over to Lao Gai as a recurrent offender. Lei 
taught me a lot about foraging later on. I eventually became so 
adept at foragmg that before I left Ching Ho I had learned how 
to get nourishment from horse shit Really. You’ll see Read on 
For a week or so I carried bricks until the weather turned 
seriously cold. Since I had nothing but hght summer things to 
put on my back (the warm Manchunan gear had of course been 
confiscated back at Hsmg Kai-Hu), Young Yang ordered me to 
stay inside until suitable clothmg had been found. He cut my 
rations durmg this penod of enforced rest, but only by fifteen 
per cent. Young Yang was fair. I spent the time lounging, read- 
ing and studying my wntten Chinese. 

Bored one afternoon, I decided to visit the cell where the old 
and sick were segregated For one thing, it was the only properly 
heated room in the place, aside from the warders’ quarters It 
Was really a cell for prisoners beyond hope They lay in the 
straw and waited. I remember a senile old priest who was suck- 
ing candy like a baby. He had a httle board of the stuff, and he 
counted it all day long. He took the clear wrapper paper from 
one of them, held it up to his eye and peered through it to in- 
spect me. Another was kmtting socks and one man with a supply 
of tobacco rolled cigarettes, undid them and rolled them again 
- anything to pass the time until tlicy ate, fell asleep or died 
Finally Deputy Cell Leader Lo came up with some clotlics for 
me 1 could go out and work the verj’ nc.\t daj . He thrust at n-t 
a pair of blue pants with a large ohve-green patch on the right 
knee, With that and an old padded jacket, I wus all set. 

’Wlicre’d tlicy come from?' I asked. 

“He doesn’t need them an>morc,’ Lo said. 

1 went back to the fields picking up cabbage leaves in com* 



pany with Lin, our own war lord It was a pleasure to be around 
such an energetic and resolutely cheerful man I retam a mental 
of this strong old soldier workmg m the fields or heaving 
away with a spade digging ditches, his pants tied up at the waist 
with a strmg, his padded jacket often unbuttoned to cool him 
from his efforts He had been arrested right after the revolution 
and given ten years Lin knew more about the camps than any 
of us and enjoyed regahng us with endless stones of how things 
used to be m the old days before ideology had come in to freeze 
attitudes The camps weren’t too bad at first, he said They were 
almost like men’s clubs, where everyone pitched in to do his 
share 

‘At first I thought it was beneath my digmty to work,’ he 
said, ‘and no one pushed me to do anything In those days they 
were stiH respecting my former rank The guards told me I’d 
get bored doing nothing Well, they were right, but not at first 
I didn’t care about labour I used to spend my days hangmg 
around creeks and irrigation ditches looking for crabs and fish 
When the boys came back from the fields I’d have a bucket of 
boiled crabs waiting for them It finally got to be a routine - I’d 
scrounge around to see what I could come up with and they 
would make up the share of work I was supposed to do in the 
fields That went on for a couple of months, but finally I rea- 
hzed they were doing a hell of a lot more work than I was So I 
went to the guards and asked them to let me go to work m the 
fields 

‘ "We ain’t got no horses for you. General," ’ they told me 
‘That was all right I went to work It took me qmte a while, 
but I caught on The camps taught me the value of labour Tm 
thankful to them for that ’ 

We all liked and admired Lin, and we looked forward to bis 
release from Reform almost as much as he did As the old-timer 
of our bunch, his sentence was coming up to its fimsh on Christ- 
mas day of that year - ten years to the day He would be able to 
become a free worker and fulfil his dream of dying not in a 
camp but at home with his children and grandchildren. It was 
one of his fevounte subjects of conversation 
A week before his rdease our cell was directed to make up 
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Its collective appraisal It was the first time I had taken part in 
the 'process of ideologically ushering a fellow prisoner out 
Each of us had to give his opinion of Lin’s merits at the end of 
his term, determine to our satisfaction if he had indeed re- 
formed himself and judge whether he was worthy of the gov- 
ernment’s leniency. Within three hours our little document was 
completed and Lin had a clean bill of health We passed the 
paper around, signed, and sent it off to the warder 
Two days later, a Saturday, a guard called Lin to the warder’s 
office. He was back only fifteen minutes later, thunderstruck. 
He opened the door to the cell and leaned mutely against the 
jamb, oblivious to the cold air rushing in His face told us that 
something terrible had happened, but no one dared ask. At 
length Lin walked in, took his place on the bed and sat staring 
into space. We read and smoked in silence. That evemng he 
finally told us what had happened 
T have something very painful to say, schoolmates I know 
how much you have been looking forward to my graduation, 
hut I’m afraid it won’t be for some time yet When I went to 
see the whrder, he had a man from the People’s Court with him. 
He told me that I had never confessed sincerely and that 1 bad 
been bamboozhng the government for all the years of my sen- 
tence When I asked him what crimes he held against roe, he 
accused me of being a mass murderer 
I couldn’t believe my ears. Then he told the story of how 
some men from my regiment had massacred a Communist vil- 
lage during the war against Japan. There were many terrible 
filings like that, I knew The Communists had not been any 
more innocent than the Japs or the Nationalists But 1 hadn’t 
uvcn been there at the time of the massacre he spoke of I was 
u'vay and left the command of my regiment to another man 
How could they accuse me? They told me I still bore ihc res- 
ponsibility because I was in charge They’re going to look into 
file matter and let me know what steps the gosemment has 
fiucidedfotake.’ 

The answer came back on 5 January 1961 - twenty more 
years of ImprisotunenL Old man Lin collapsed and was c-’med 
to the mfinnary. He came back a month or so later, hut he 



was never the same again He hardly spoke anymore, and didn't 
even bother to try working He used to wander around the farm 
mumblmg to himself They finally came and took him away. 

Meantime, Small Pan had died The winter started off badly 
After a couple of weeks in Team 1. Pan started spitting blood 
and became too weak to work anymore Even he knew it ^vas 
tprmtnai TB when they transferred him to the little hut out m 
back for the dymg cases Longman andlandsomeofthe others 
visited him, but that did nothing for his condition, especially 
since he was on the reduced rations of the hopeless Late one 
afternoon a fellow prisoner told us he w ouldn't last through the 
mght Longman and a few of ns went to see him. He was hud- 
dled in his bedclothes against the back tvall of the shed in a sort 
of nest he had made from the straw on the floor His face was 
grey and there were big dark rmgs around his eyes. He could 
barelytalk. 

Tm finished,’ he whiqiered Longman tried to reassure him 
but he convmced no one, Embarrassed and at a loss for words, 
Longman asked the ritual question if there was anythmg he d 
like us to do for him To our surprise, he had a very specific 
request Small Pan was always hungry. 

T wish I could have a piece of cake ’ 

It hit us like a hammer. All the poor httle guy wanted on his 
last rught was a lousy piece of cake, but he might as well have 
been askmg for the moon 'Where m bell could we get cake? 
Koo worked m the kitchen and he couldn’t even get an extra 
wo’ton I was amazed to hear him promise we'd be right back 
with the cake - he had had an inspiration Out in the yard he 
explained it to me- We would steal the cake from young 
Warder Yang’s office. 

Jesus Chnst' His audacity was stupefying My four years of 
reform had effectively leached any such larcenous and illegal 
thoughts from my head, but of course he was nght Prisoners 
had the right to receive food packages from tune to tune and for 
safekeepmg they were always locked up m the warders’ offices 

There was bound to be some cake m there AH we had to do was . 

get to it Longman went strai^t to our team and asked a man 
named Wong to come out and have a httle talk with us. Wong 
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was a cominon law prisoner who was in jail for safecracking. 
He agreed unhesilalingly. 

Just give me one guy for a lookout by the big gate and 
anoUier outside the warder's door,’ he asked. 

We arranged it Tlial evening when Young Yang had gone to 
the canteen for his dinner, Wong attacked his padlock with a 
piece of bent wire. Within ten minutes he was back with a piece 
of almond take. Longman and I took it to the death shed. 
Small Pan was barely alive Longman bent down and placed the 
cake in Pan's mouth. He died svithout finishing it 

We went back to the cell and ate our supper in silence Before 
lights out Wong showed up and offered us a smoke. He had real 
fresh tobacco I We asked him where it came from, but we 
already had a pretty good idea. 

’Well,’ Wong said, ‘when I was feeling around there m the 
dark trj'ing to find the cake I smelled this good stuff. It was right 
next to me and I couldn’t resist grabbing a handful.’ We had a 
stnoke in Small Pan’s honour. 

As the autumn drew on into winter our food situation steadily 
Worsened With the bad harvests there simply wasn’t enough to 
eat in China, and as outcasts of society, we prisoners naturally 
fiot the short end of the stick Lei Ying-fang’s half-rotten sweet 
potato peels didn’t seem so disgusting anymore. As in Northern 
Precious Village, official foraging teams had long since been 
eppointed, and the wild plants and vegetables they had gathered, 
now dried hke shocks of hay, became a staple part of our r 
rations Mixed in with our soup and wo’tous they added no 
nutritive value, but at least gave a certain bulk Commeal mush, 
that old standby, became a luxury for feast days only Now the 
ilaily fare was the black, soggy sweet potato bread, laced some- 
tones With pea flour or the coarse millet flour ground up with 
he husks, which the prison admuustration euphwnisUcally 
labelled ‘unconventional cereal’ On some good days there were 
tots of raw carrots in the soup, or cabbage or turnips - cate- 
Sotized as Class A vegetables. There was never any meat or fat 

anymore. 



US Lao Gai types There were 600 of them, and none of them 
looked too good Though they were techmcally considered citi- 
zens, they did the same work as we did and ate the same rations 
That didn’t sit too well with some of them They complamed A 
warder named Lm called us all together in the auditonum to 
give them the word 

‘We have received complamts from some of you You have a 
right to complain because you are still citizens, but you seem to 
forget that Lao Jiao people have committed senous mistakes, 
otherwise you wouldn’t be here Lao Jiao people are here to ex- 
piate their nustakes by hard work As far as the farm adminis- 
tration IS concerned there can be only two kmds of treatment 
meted out here - one for people who have neyer made any 
mistakes and another for those who have Well, all of you here 
have made mistakes, so far as we are concerned Lao Jiao and 
Lao Gai are the same Now get back to work ’ 

So much for the complamts For a short period that month I 
was on the stable-cleanup detail Compared to the pigs, the hor- 
ses smelled like perfume, and they never complained when we 
swiped httle chunks of their salt A bag of salt is always handy 
in the camps. In a storeroom behind the stables we discovered a 
sizeable cache of sugar beets We hid them under our jackets 
and brought them back to the cell They tasted sweet and 
spicy 

The toughest work of all was hauhng bnck in the bicycle- 
wheeled ncksbaw-style carts for the various construction pro- 
jects Two prisoners manned each cart, roped into teams like 
horses Since the ropes easily rubbed through the thin cotton 
jackets, we improvised cloth yokes by sewing together sections 
of rags to make a garment like a rudimentary football shoulder 
pad, with a hole in the middle for the head to pass through. 
From the remains of an old tent we fashioned canvas spats to 
keep the mud and pebbles out of our shoes, and the same canvas 
worked all right as rough woik mittens. Jjke the Russian pris- 
oners in Siberia, we sealed our loose cJothmg by tying bits of 
string tightly at the ankles, wrists and at the waist * everythmg 
to keep our body heat from escapmg. 

The fall of 1960 was exceptionally cold. By the end of Nov* 
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ember it ^vas already well below freezing Half-starved as we 
were, our energy didn’t last long in the cold. We were a sorry, 
inefBcient bunch of labourers. On the last day of November the 
farm director called us together to announce some new mea- 
sures But first, of course, there had to be some rhetoric. 

‘The situation at home and abroad is very good,' he began 
with the superb gall of a veteran ideologue. ‘At home the pro- 
duction has never been so high and all efforts are being bent to 
overcome any economic hardships that still finger on Improve- 
ment IS assured for 1961 Abroad, the days of the imperialists 
are numbered and they are facing defeat on all fronts What I 
have come to tell you is that you have more reason than ever to 
be grateful to the government The government realizes that we 
have been hving through a temporary period of difficulty caused 
by abnormal factors beyond our control ’ 

‘Listen to him,’ Sun whispered. *I bet he’s going to lower the 
rations again.’ 

‘You must realize that this period of economic difficulty will 
soon pass. Meanwhile, the party and the government know you 
are not physically up to what you were before Therefore, con- 
sidering the level of rations, it has been decided to combme 
work and rest. Without more rest you won’t be strong enough 
‘0 do the big job that has to be done in the spring Startmg to- 
morrow, December first, your working hours will be from 10 
i m, to 4 p m. In the cold' season it is difficult to begin before 
10 a m' anyway, and it gets dark by 4 30, but in socie^ the 
workers don’t have it as easy as that. From now on you will be 
Working only six hours, but since the government is concerned 
for your welfare, it is leavmg your rations at the same levd - 
«aoUy what you have been getting for mne hours of work We 
wpect you to show your gratitude by domg m six hours what 
you have been doing m nine ’ , 

The result of the new disciphne was a slower pace of w™ 
®ore free time and more sleep -also more studies - hut it didn t 
®ake us any stronger or less hungry The food supplies re- 
clamed at subsistence. In the last days of the cabbage hawKt 
We were all mobilized into the cold, muddy fields to get ^ ffie 
vegetables in before the snows rotted them. Inside the bnck silos 
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where we canied them, the scene was comical Every time a 
guard turned his back whole teams of harvesters plunged their 
heads into the fat cabbages and ate out the hearts like bunnies 

One afternoon, as I was standmg in the mud picking cabba- 
ges and talkmg to myself, someone slogged up and slapped me 
heavily on the back I almost lost my balance, and turned 
around in anger, but I had to smile when I saw it was Jimmy 
Ch’m He was dressed m a ragged, ill-fitting black outfit, rubber 
shoes and a padded cap with a visor he had fashioned himself 
He looked like hell, but he was smilmg as he peered through his 
steel-nmmed glasses 

‘Cheer up, old man! ’ he said m Enghsh I wasn’t particularly 
m the mood 

‘Whatthe hell’s there to be cheerful about, Jimmy?’ 

‘Well, John, just think how lucky we are - fresh salad all 
around us every day All we need is a httle mayonnaise ’ 

Ch’m had a twenty-year sentence then, and had no hope of 
getting out He was too old and his health wasn’t good Still he 
always remamed cheerful He didn’t even seem to'regret having 
come back to China from England to serve the revolution that 
had sent him to prison 

“What they do to you or me is really immaterial,’ he told me 
once 'We’ve seen the good hfe, John - we can daydream on 
what we ve already lived But most of these poor guys have suf- 
fered all their hves and never known anything but that They’re 
still good, kind people, though They’ve been told to hate in- 
tellectuals but they’ve always treated me like a gentleman Once 
when I was m the Transit Centre folding hook leaves - and I 
was one of the slowest - a guy behind me, a poor, ordinary 
worker, saw a louse on ray shoulder and took the time from his 
folding to crush it for me He didn’t have to do that He knew 
my background, but he didn’t hold it agamst me I was so grate- 
ful to him I could have cried ’ 

At one very bad point that winter I allowed myself to give 
way to depression I told Ch’in I had given up hope of ever get- 
ting out 'Things couldn’t be worse, I said But Jimmy, the good 
university dialectician, set me straight 

Tlungs couldn’t be fietter,’ he annnnnrpfi 
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‘Jimmy, don’t play games,’ I remonstrated. Tou’re a smart 
guy but something’s wrong in your head.’ 

He smiled ‘John, I’ll prove jt. We’re eating, right? Not well, 
but we’re eating Now, we might want an extra wo’tou or maybe 
some meat, but we know we’h never get it It’s impossible. There 
isn’t any, so we won’t get it. That’s why I say things can’t get 
better. That’s all. What we have now is the best But things could 
get worse - if we got sick tomorrow, they could cut our rations 
in half. Then things would be worse, wouldn’t they?’ 

Ch’in gave me his crooked httle smile and tapped me on the 
shoulder. 

‘It’s a cockeyed world we have here, John The pessmusts 
look ahead and the optimists look back,’ 



Chapter Twelve 


By the end of November I had picked up the rhythm of exist- 
ence at Ching Ho I was a professional prisoner by then, and 
felt that I knew how to survive any of the physical or spiritual 
trials the place could throw at me In the end I did survive, but 
it was a much closer thing than 1 thought it would be If I was 
able to adapt to the harshness of the climate, the rough working 
conditions, the intellectual humihation and even the semi 
starvation of drasUcally reduced rations, there was httle I or any 
of the others could do about the recurrent waves of disease and 
debilitatidn which chose to visit us As Solzhenitsyn wrote of the 
Soviet camps, many better men than I broke and many stronger 
ones died The strange laws of chance always play. 

In the thirteen months that remamed before me at that prison 
farm I was plunged into such a series of personal experiences 
and human encounters that the outside world I rejoined after- 
ward often seems pale and less sigmficant by comparison My 
head so swims with images of what I went through myself, or 
that others told me about, or that I learned of by accident, that 
1 C) come out here m a somewhat kaleidoscopic jumble, for- 
give me. They are the essence of what it is like to be down and 
out in a Chinese labour camp 

signal that truly desperate times were upon us came in 
early December, when a horse-drawn cart entered the com- 
pound and a pnsoner detail began unloadmg the cargo dark 
brown sheets of an unknown material, ngid and light, each one 
measuring about three by five feet No one had any idea of what 
the)’ w ere Two w ccks later we were called mto the auditorium 
to hear the answ er The stuff was paper pulp, and we were going 
to cat It Food Substitute, the prison oEBcials called it - dm 
s 1 pin. in never forget the words Smce there wasn’t enough 
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food to go around m'China, the search was on for something to 
replace it and wc prisoners had the honour of being the guinea 
pigs for the various crsatises the scientific community came up 
with Tile warder describing the new nutritional policy told us 
that paper pulp was guaranteed harmless and diough it con- 
tained no nutritive value, it would make our wo’tous fatter and 
give us the satisfying impression of bulk The new flour mix 
would be no more than thirty per cent powdered paper pulp It 
Will go through your digestive tracts easily, he said with assur- 
ance We know exactly how you will fee! 

Sure enough, our wo’tous the next day were considerably big- 
ger and we had the pleasant sensation of putting more into our 
stomachs They tasted like the normal loaves, but were a bit 
limpcr in texture We ale them without complaint. That evening 
I saw Ma Erh-kang, the prison doctor A prisoner like the rest 
of us, he had no particular respect for most of the warders and 
eertainly none for their medical capabilities He told me he was 
worried about the ersatz. 

‘If I were you, Bao, I’d try to eat some fatty thmgs,’ he ad- 
vised, but It was an empty thought under the circumstances 

'You’re joking, Ma,’Isaid ‘Wherein hellamlgoingtogetfat?' 

He shrugged and looked preoccupied 

‘I don’t know, but I don’t like that stuff It may not contain 
anything poisonous, but I wonder what it will do to the digestive 
tract. Paper absorbs moisture.’ 

For a while it appeared that his fears were groundless The 
bigger wo’tous were popular with the prisoners and they seemed 
digestible At the start, anyway There was hardly any jealousy 
or complaint, in fact, when the Health Preservation Diet was 
announced a few days later We should have been alarmed by 
ftc ominous title, though P’ao Ca’ien Fan, as it was called m 
Chinese, was established especially for those prisoners who 
Would be holding key jobs during the winter months and who 
m the past' had earned merits by displaying a proper attitude 
toward labour — and whose strength would be needed for the 
•^uwal spnng planting About 30 of the 285 m our bngade won 
places on the list, and among them were Sun and Soong, the one 
"^e used to call ‘the Stakhanovite' for his tireless enthusiasm fir 
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doing right and serving the government The Health Preserva- 
tion Diet consisted of millet flour without ersatz and a soup 
made from whatever vegetables could be found, often lacedwith 
horsemeat or some kind of oil Even that diet disintegrated as 
the winter went on, though After a month or so the only dif- 
ference was that they had a larger portion of vegetables. 

On the second day of the diet old Sun was already too embar- 
rassed to eat his food with us m the cell, as he had done the first 
day He ended his personal crisis with one dramatic and illegal 
gesture When he walked back froid the kitchen his painted tin 
mug was brunming with a soup of horsemeat, vegetables and 
fat He paused long enough to make certain that everybody was 
watching - and then emptied his mug into our communal soup 
tub 

‘Your health needs preserving, too,’ he growled ‘You can re- 
port me if you like ’ 

The Stakhanovite was confused He wasn’t used to breaking 
the rules No one thought he would report Sun, but he obviously 
didn’t know what to do now 

‘Don't think you’re so well o% Soong,’ Sun said sharply 
‘Next spring they won’t expect these people to work so hard, 
because they’ve had a bad winter, but guys like you and me are 
going to be slaving because we’ve had all that good food We’ll 
need all the help we can get ’ 

Soong slopped his mug into the tub I suppose it must have 
been those two extra portions of fat over the next two weeks 
that saved our cell from having any paper-pulp deaths By 
Christmas day the whole farm was in agony from what was 
probably one of the most serious cases of m'ss constipation in 
medical history Sounds comical, doesn’t it? It wasn’t Just as 
Doc Ma had predicted, the paper powder absorbed the moisture 
from our digestive tracts, making it progressively harder to de- 
fecate as each day passed And painful Men were bent double 
with crans Even soany water cnem's did hardly any good, for 
those fa\v v/'-o h^d I'lc honour of using the sing’e !'p~'Pn;tus in 
the farm’s medical inventory I had to stick my finger up my 
anus and dig it out, in dry lumps, like sawdust. The prison 
authorities finally backed off m alarm, gave us straight mush 
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and instructed us to drink lots of water I never saw it person- 
ally, but we heard that many of the older and weaker ones died 
trying to shit their guts out I do recall a little scene in the fields, 
though, when Sun and I walked by one character squatting 
down by the edge of the road, shaking and sweating with the 
effort in spite of the cold 

‘Look at that,’ Sun spat out with surpnsmg rancour ‘Another 
one of Mao’s benefits for you.* 

After paper pulp flopped, someone m central planning came 
up with the bright idea of trying marsh water plankton Since ' 
plankton was said to be almost 100 per cent protein, the 
idea seemed brilliant - m theory .They skimmed the slimy, green 
stuff off the swampy ponds around the camp and mixed it in 
With the mush either straight or dried and powdered, since it 
tasted too horrible to eat unaccompanied. Again, we all fell sick 
and some of the weaker ones died. That particular plankton, 
fliey discovered after a few autopsies, was practically unassmu- 
iable for the human body. End of plankton experiment At 
length our dady ersatz became ground com cobs, mixed in with 
the wo’tou flour Aiterward it was adopted as the standard food 
supplement for the country at large. We had been pioneers. 

Two little images stay with me today from that period around 
Christmastime 1960 They have no connection or even, I sup- 
pose, any particular significant except to illustrate what life 
was like then and how men could react to it Fertilizing the fields ^ 
Was the most important job at that time of year, and the selec- 
tion of our kbour teams chan^d from day to day, depending 
on who was available and strong enough to go out Sun and I 
Were watering down one of the big manure dumps one after- 
noon, tossing buckets of water over the straw and shit to help it 
ferment. We worked in silence, trudging back and forth from the 
Water trough with the Chinese yokes on our shoulders, balancing 
two buckets apiece It was muddy and cold and stinking and we 
Were hungry and weak Sun put down his buckets and stopped 
nioving altogether The look of resignaUon and bitterness that 
tossed his face wa^ all the more surprising in that he had always 
been one of the strongest and most stoic of us all. 
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‘Tell me, Bao,’ he asked numbly ‘Do you think I’ll ever have 
a full meal again?’ 

•Sure, Sun,’ I said automatically ‘Sure you will ’ 

But he wasn’t in a mood for facile optimism. He gave me a 
dirty look. 

•When, Bao?’ 

Poor Sun Poor all of us We went back to work and never 
brought up the subject again 

For four or five days around the same time I was detailed to 
team up with Shau, a man from another cell, carting manure 
out to the fields I remember him now for the Christmas present 
he made me 

Shau was probably the strongest prisoner at Chmg Ho In 
society he had been a pedicab driver, and he had broken into the 
trade as a boy m the old days of the rickshaws, pushin|5 his 
uncle’s rig from behind to help him in Peking He was a 
dramatic-looking man, tall for a Chinese, with broad shoulders, 
a head he always kept shaven smooth and the musculature of a 
weight-lifter As happens so often with large, strong men, he 
was the gentlest of us all and shrank from conflict as if fearing 
his great strength He was famous around the camp for his ca- 
pacity to absorb work, but instead of gaming merits by over- 
fulfilling his norms, he used to let the weaker prisoners claim 
part of his production so they could hold onto their rations. 
That was ideologically incorrect, of course, but no one - least 
of all the warders - thought of questioning him about it 
Over the days we worked together on the bicycle wheel cart, 
we talked easily and reminisced about places we both had* 
known m Peking Like most illiterates, he had an excellent 
memory and grasp of colourful detail Some of his preferred 
pedicab customers, it turned out, had been my friends and col- 
leagues the American Marines He remembered them as good 
tippers who used to give out presents on their big holidays 
Shau also had the best vision of anyone I had ever known, 
and he used it to become Clung Ho's champion cigarette butt 
scrounger ‘Radar Eyeballs’, they called him, and he had an un- 
canny knack for discovering stray butts left behind by guards or 
free workers, even if others had already searched the area. As 
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with food, real tobacco had grown increasingly scarcer as winter 
came on A cigarette butt windfall meant not only a valuable 
piece of barter currency, but for the man who finally smoked it 
a few luxurious moments of surcease from the despainng te- 
dium of camp life. (The Chinese have always been heavy 
smokers Mao himself smokes about fifty cigarettes a day ) 

On Chnstmas the wind was blowing heavily but the day was 
otherwise dry and sunny, Shan and I had been spreading 
manure over the wheat fields all morning long and well into the 
afternoon. It must have been around 3pm when we trudged 
over to the embankment in the lee of the wind to take a break in 
the sun We lay down on our backs and stared up at the sky 
'The foreigners’ big hohday was a week before New Year, 
wasn’t It, Bao?’ 

Shau’s question was so unexpected right then that I hesitated 
for an mstant, getting my thoughts straight He didn’t know the 
name for Christmas, but he remembered the ceremony of the 
presents When I told him he was absolutely right in his reckon- 
mg, Shau reached inside his black jacket and drew out a httle 
square packet of neatly folded newsprint He held it out to me. 
‘Here’s something for your hohday, then ’ 

I was surprised and a httle embarrassed by this gesture, but I 
took It nonetheless. Inside the newsprint packet was a lovely 
cigarette butt about an inch long I automatically asked him if 
he Would share it with me, but Shau would have none of it - it 
Was to be my present alone I smoked it after supper that mght, 
for my Chnstmas celebration . 

For the New Year we had a modest feast, in spite of the 
famme conditions Longman Koo came from the kitchen to give 
® the good news on the mght of 30 December _ 

‘All nght, there's some good news for the team,’ he said The 
government has done the impossible to give us a good New 
Year’ 

‘You turmng agitprop now, Longman?' someone asked It 
'ws true that that sort of speechifying was unhke him. but be 
probably felt the occasion called for a certam solemnity. 

‘Skip the f ormahties, Longman,’ I said. ‘Are we going to get 
somettung extra or not? ’ 
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‘Yeah,’ he said ‘One cake of dried nee apiece That’ll make 
about half a kilo when it’s steamed ’ 

We all agreed that was pretty good, considering the circum- 
stances. 

'And there'll be two ounces of meat apiece and some vege- 
tables,’ he added ‘And two ounces of sugar and two pieces of 
cake That’s It' 

We didn’t complain With the shape the country was in, that 
was even generous We worked happily on New Year’s Eve day, 
looking forward to supper that m^t and the New Year’s day 
lunch That night like most of the others I went to wish a happy 
New Year to Warder Yang 

Dont thank me,* he intoned, all baby-faced and pink- 
cheeked ‘Thank the government As long as you behave and 
accept the reform programme, you’ll be all right I wish you a 
Happy New Year, too, and hope you will receive the greatest 
possible leniency from the government.’ 

There were bones with the meat m the New Year soup this 
ime, Md we ground them down with our teeth and swallowed 
everting, then cleaned our basins with a splash of water and 
drank the water There were no study sessions that night We 
went to sleep feeling blissfully close to satiety and certain that 
the next day there would be one more good mpat , 

I entered 1961 with what my warders would have called a 
high ideological level My reeducation was successful to the 
egree that I believed what the warders told me, respected tlie 
guards (most of them, at any rate) and was convinced that if the 
government didn’t exactly love me, it was at least doing every- 
thing reasonably within its power to keep me and my comrades 
healthy, considering the bad times I also knew well that it was 
ciy much to my interest to keep my behaviour as close as pos- 
si e 0 the letter of the law As a foreigner, I was the only one 
Who stood any chance whatsoever of leaving the prison and get- 
ting out of China for good, although to tell the truth, 1 never 
e levcd I would Still, I didn’t want to jeopardize any chances 
My intransigent punsm began to take its toll, though. Since I 
refused to forage in the fields or to steal food systematically as 
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many of the others did, I grew weak and easily fatigued. My 
legs felt like cotton and my head was always spmrung. I went to 
seeDrMa. 

Ma was a man everyone liked. Around forty-five when I met 
him, he had been a successful practitioner before the revolution, 
with his own chruc in the west side of Peking. His downfall came 
as the result of an abortion he performed for the wife of a party 
cadre, Abortion is a legal operation m China but the cadre sus- 
pected his wife of infidehty and denounced Ma for havmg acted 
without securing proper authorization, He had already been m 
Ching Ho for two years by the-time I arrived and had managed 
to turn an empty cell mto the semblance of an infirmary. 

I told Ma I felt temble but didn’t want to be taken off work. 
Leavmg work sounded like a nice idea in principle, but it en- 
tailed a forced rest of at least three days at half rations. Ma was 
famdiar with the dilemma. He reached mto his drawer and took 
out three small packets of pink paper and one larger one, green 
this time. 

Take one of the pink ones before every meal,’ he instructed 
Me. The green one you can take when you hke but I recom- 
mend it later, after supper.’ 

Back in the ceU I opened one of the pink parcels and mixed 
the white powder into a glass of water. Aspirm, as usual Curi- 
ous, I unfolded the green paper as well To my delight I saw it 
contained pure tobacco, enough for ten cigarettes Doc Ma 
knew how to take care of prisoners Over the next few days Sun 
snd I shared the smokes. 

With the increasmg scarcity of food, we prisoners developed 
quasi-rehgious gestures around its presentation and consump- 
tion. It IS axiomatc that persons on the verge of starvation and 
yet regularly supphed with a small quantity of nourishment cat 
slowly in order to prolong the pleasure, but I wonder how many 
others ever went to the extremes that we devised at Ching Ho 
It Was even, in its own manner, a philosophical proposition. 

'I go through a battle every time I cat,’ a cellmate named No 
explained to me once. ‘If I eat the food right away, it will he 
gone soon; but if I try to keep some for later, then I m even 
hungrier, 1 never know what to do.’ 
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EaUng, and occasionally smoking, was the only creature 
pleasure we had left, and devouring a furtive cabbage leaf be- 
hind a guard's back wasn’t the same as the ntual of the meal, 
where we had our leisure Bits of food that I now eat in two 
or three minutes I would draw out for twenty minutes then, in 
ceremomal, slow-motion mastication Small, bite-size morsels 
we divided even smaller About the only things we didn’t sub- 
divide were individual grams of nee Many of my friends solved 
Wo’s dilemma through self-disciphne by eating only half of 
their wo’tous in the mormng and holding onto the rest all 
day long, as a supplement for supper They carried the food 
treasures in bags hung around their necks, beautifully made 
little things that closed at the mouth with a drawstnng and 
were decorated with their names sewn m with coloured 
thread. 

The objects of eating, of course, had their own cult Every- 
one fashioned his own chopsticks and the cleverer ones sharp- 
ened the ends to spear rice grains, or pieces of wo’tou or, if it 
was a special day, meat Naturally enough, the honoured chop- 
sticks had to have their custom-made cloth covers, also decora- 
ted with name or monogram In the early months of 1961 
spoons became the rage - everyone scavenged around for scraps 
of metal to tap out into the desired form I personally missed 
this fad because I still had an olive drab aluminium spoon my 
wife had brought me back in Prison Number One. The cham- 
pion stylist of all, though, turned out to be Lo, our assistant cell 
leader. Early in January he began scraping away at a ten-inch 
piece of cast-off bamboo with that traditional prison tool, a 
piece of broken glass He whittled and polished until it was flat, 
and I assumed at first he was just passing the time Lo kept at it 
over the days, and what emerged in February was a hybrid 
instrument with a delicately fashioned knife at one end and a 
spoon at the other Lo took his meals with his creation from 
then on, cutting his wo’tou with the knife end and then flipping 
it 01 er to spoon it into his mouth I was mad with desire to own 
one of them but Lo’s price was too high — six cigarettes I had 
long since resigned myself to hving without it when we dis- 
covered by chance one day that I had gone to school with ins 
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kniff. c^° 'discovery he especiaUy whittled me a 

^ e-spoon I catTied it with me throughout the rest of my time 

ChmocpR “y most treasured possession, after my 
^ese-Enghsh dictionary. When I was released and expelled 
sniio police took it from me and threw it away m 

It W 3 C could be of no use to me, they explained. 

If r n t,* j ^ object that I had never even eaten with 

aad spent probably twenty hours makmg it. 

me?f ^ ^^-oiisry the cadres sprang a surprise on us in a special 
auditon Brigade Chnef Yang m the frigid, unheated 

thattb ticcn perfidious rumours, Yang said, 

starved* warders were eating well while the prisoners 

order d immediate end to this subversive talk he 

lined * make a tour of the cadres’ kitchen The guards 
intoth^i!^^ herded us across the compound and 

aac th ^ smelled good, all right, but we could 

With r* 0^*™® *^110 sweet-potato flour mixed 

no ctsatz There was cabbage and vermicelh, too, but 

betwe ***5°***^ Th® onJy difference we could perceive 

in thett* mtions and our own was the larger portion of oil 
chatter warned us a^inst any more antigovemment 

the fcif 'h ®®®tired us that prisoner delegations could continue 
coniDl * t** whenever they asked. There were no more 
fanatic u Chinese Commimists are often painful 

Hon*' straight andhonest 

contin n helping me get any stronger, though I was 
'nffered breath as 1 stumbled around the fields and 

% ha frequently. I started losing 

as in Q ®y fingernails took on the same brittleness 

Sun se T** morning after I fainted in the fields, 

aighed ** clucked his tongue and 

‘You'^*” fi“Pieasure when he took my blood pressure 
Prtecc,/* shape, Bao,’ he said at length. Tve got to 

ratjonc^^'**™®*^ “ would certainly entail a major cut in 
■You ®®®fi him not to do it 

lood pressure is unbehevably low,’ he told me. Have 
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you been sticking to regulations? Bxcuse me for asking, but do 
you forage?’ 

“Not much,’ 1 said I had always tned to maintain ideological 
purity on that question. Ma gazed at me through his heavy 
glasses, pursing his bps 

“Well, you’re a man of honour, Bao, but as a doctor I have to 
teli you that it doesn’t pay to go on actmg that way' You’re in a 
bad way Even if I put you on the highest medical rations I can 
get, it won’t do you much good Sometimes it’s better to be a 
httle less stnct about mterpretmg the regulations ’ 

This was sutpnsing heresy from a man whose position made 
hun something close to a prison official In effect, he was recom- 
mending insurrection, however lumted and personal. 

Tve got people here who are too far gone to help,’ he added. 
‘I wouldn’t like you to get that way ’ 

He pointed to an oedema case I had already seen before. He 
was a man of about forty who appeared to be in no pam at all 
as he sat propped up in a comer readmg a paper. His legs and 
feet, though, were swollen to grotesque proportions, the result 
of months of compulsive water-dnnking as an antidote to hun- 
ger He might never walk agam, Ma confided to me I decided 
1 would go foraging 

My first professor in the art was Leong, the scion of the 
wealthy bourgeois family who used to receive the elegant par- 
cels from Hong Kong He seemed an unlikely one to be a fora- 
ger, but the situation had its own mteraal logic, since his parcels 
were relatively rare and never very nounstung Further, he was 
frail and almost perpetuaUy sick Rather than attempting to 
force a full day’s work from him, the warders chose to ignore 
him, cut his rations to the absolute starvation mmunum of 300 
grammes per day and let him stay behind m the cell doing what 
he pleased Leong spent the day looking for thmgs to eat, stalk- 
ing through the compound with a cotton bag around his neck 
and a pointed stick for spearing things For two days I observed 
hun in his routine around the various refuse heaps, picking 
through the meagre mess for bits of edible leaves or stalks The 
half-rotten outside leaves of cabbages were his principal fare. 
He boiled them several tunes over and dried them in the sun. 
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When they were ready they had the salty, crunchy consistency 
of HiHo crackers I made myself a foraging bag 
On my first day back in the fields I managed to come up with 
nothing better than two shrivelled turmps and a few pieces of 
old cabbage leaf. Soong the Staldianovite laughed when he saw 

It, 

‘That ain’t much, Bao,’ he said. ‘I think yon need some help 
to get started Come on,’ 

Soong grabbed the fork of his pull-cart and made straight for 
the hothouses. Full of apprehension, I followed He parked the 
cart near the door, took a quick, expert look around, then 
pulled me inside the warm, humid interior 
‘We’re not supposed to be inside here,’ I whispered absurdly 
‘Don't worry, flao. We’ve just been dumping a load of shit, 
right? Grab yourself a turnip.’ 

There were long rows of fresh young vegetables. I found one 
that looked promising and pulled I hit the jackpot - it was big 
®nd fat and beautiful I stuffed it quickly into the bag under ray 
jacket and we' beat it outside again That night while Sun and 
Soong kidded me about losing my ideological virginity, I ate 
and ate that turnip It was delicious ^ 

'Good, ain’t it?’ said Soong with satisfaction ‘Only from 
now on, remember to keep a few extra for a rainy day ’ 

As a special demonstration he opened his bag and laid out his 
selection for me to see He had turnips, cabbage leaves, some 
soybeans and even some garlic cloves marinating in a bottle of 
bnne This was scientific foraging - he could even leave part of 
his hoard behind when he was in the fields Our cell, at least, 
Jvas close enough so that no one would think of stealing from 
another. I was learning, but a few days later Warder Yang 
flight me red-handed He appeared in the cell when I had the 
foraging bag open before me He ordered me to follow him to 
) his office with the vegetables I knew I was m for at least a 
) lecture 

' 'I thought you were a man of honour,’ he began, but now I 
' you’re no different from the others What you have done 
I here* - fie enumerated the items one by one on his fingers - is, 

I first, proof that you are discontented with what the gov cmment 
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IS giving you, second, stealing government property, third, in- 
ducmg others to criminal activities, and fourth, unhygiemc You 
can rum your health with dirty food If you do it knowingly, 
you are makmg a senous mistake I want you to take all this 
stuff and throw it out.’ 

He stood there sternly in his uniform, a father figure no 
older than myself, ordermg me to actually destroy food I felt 
a surge of desperate rage 

■Warder Yang,’ I protested miserably, 'please don’t say that 
It took me days to find this stuff Put me m sohtary if you like, 
but don’t make me throw away food ’ 

There was a long silence He watched me with resignation - 1 
almost would have thought fatigue 

‘Bao, in the future will you be able to tell your children what 
you did without a feehng of shame? You’ll outhve these tem- 
porary economic difiSculties, but will you be able to face your- 
self after stooping so low?’ 

■Warder, it’s one thing to talk about honour here, but you’re 
on the other side’ 

■Yes,’ he agreed quietly, ‘but my stomach’s made out of flesh 
and blood, too, Bao Just like yours Go on back to your cell ’ 
He made a httle wavmg gesture with his band ‘And take these 
with you ’ 

I scooped up my treasures and trotted back, filled with 
admiration for my jailer, but shame faced too 

Of all the ones I witnessed, the most temble collision between 
hunger and the petty world of regulation involved another 
prisoner, a man named Hsu from the Fourth Brigade It hap- 
pened on the day before Chinese New Year, when I had 
orderly duty in the visitors’ room. It was an easy job, and gener- 
ally uneventful, consisting mostly of stoking the httle coal pot 
stove, keeping hot water ready for drinking and runmng er- 
rands for the guard The guard screened visitors, witnessed the 
mcetmgs and went through the formabty of weighing the food 
parcels visitors brought. In principle the limit was five kilos, but 
the more understandmg warders like Young Yang rarely put 
them to the test The guard 1 had that day, though, was a hteral- 
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niisded bastard Tsithont any hnmanity in binij ths sort who 
loob for trouble 

He got everything he could hope for in the day’s first visitor, 
a soldier in oScer’s uniform who was carrying two heavy par- 
cels under his arms. The guard received hhn nest to the long 
table under the portrait of Mao. At the far end of the table, 
ftere was a clock and a set of scales. 

Tve come to visit my brother,’ the soldier said, producing the 
invitational postcard from the camp director that authorized 
Iihn to be there. The guard sent for Hsu. He was handsome Sis 
^u, ohvionsly the soldier’s older brother. His pants were 
tucked into boots Russian style and his black padded jacket and 
gave him a piratical air, accaituated by a heavy, three-day 
*’®ra. The guard stepped up and intewened just as the lieuten- 
ant was pushing the parcels across the table to his brother. 

I have to examine this,’ he said, “Please open them.’ * 

Heliberately, he went through the contents piece by piece 
he had everything lined up in milifary order. One bag con- 
canned foods - fish, meat chicken, a bottle of oil pre- 
®^ed ftmts and finally some apples and persuamocs. In the 
®*cer there were fifty sman loaves of wheat fioar bread. Tue 
counted than. 

He is permitted only five k3os.’ he said with the satisfied 
of the bom bureaucrat As he was about to put the 
^dfe onthescalesthe soldier protested. 

ft’s Qiinese New Year,’ he said. ‘Can't you let him have just 
ahtUebitmore this time?’ 

^0. JTv’e jjjigj go more.’ 

I came all the way from Tsing Tao,’ the soldier tried. sSll 
flcping to win him over. TVhat can I do with the extra stuff?’ 

^e guard shru^ed, unmoved fay the dilemma. “Take it 
back,’ 

I m a manber of the armed forces. I suppose you were, too. 

' n t We talk comrade to comrade?’ 

lam.’ 

The poor soIdiCT was getff na nowhere, and his brother d’dn t 
^ join the debate. He kqit his mouth shut but darted his 
S'-nce back and forth between the two. 
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“Would it be possible for me to see the prison dteector, then?’ 

‘What for? Ri^t now I’m m command here * 

The soldier finally became angry and unthinHngJy tried a 
dangerous flank attack. He should have known better. 

‘In that case, comrade,’ he said firmly, ‘I would like to see 
your superior ’ 

The guard left without a word, perfectly confident of the 
outcome of this set-to. It was another ten minutes before he 
returned with Lin, the education and disciphne warder. It was 
quite clear that the guard had filled him m on the situation and 
that he had prepared his act, 

"Well, well,’ he said with a phony smile. “What seems to be 
the problem here?’ 

The poor visitor was taken m by the comedy He thought he 
glunpsed a ray of hope 

‘I was just telhng the other comrade that' I get to see my 
brother here only once a year Tve come very far for this visit 
and I’ve brought him some New Year presents I admit it’s 
more than the regulations allow, but I thought maybe you could 
make an exception in this case ’ 

Liu picked his way through the pile of food, makmg httle 
grunts of displeasure When he lifted his gaze back to the visitor 
he was ready with his speech 

"You brought all this?’ 

The soldier nodded Liu let fly 

‘And you call yourself a member of the armed forces? What 
sort of ideological standards do you have, anyway? What are 
all these dehcacies here? They don’t come from the local mar- 
kets The peasants and workers can’t enjoy this sort of thing, can 
they? But because you are in the armed forces and have been 
given the glorious honour of protecting the fatherland, the 
working classes have made sacrifices to provide you with these 
things They have given these things to you - not to a counter- 
revolutionary! You are committing not only a mistake, but an 
error of principle. This counterrevolutionary isn’t your brother. 
He IS your encmyl By brmgmg him all this food do you mean 
to insinuate that we are treating him badly here? I won’t even 
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ask you where you got the food tickets to procure fifty loaves of 
bread,’ 

The soldier had been ideologically trapped and knew it All 
he could do now was to wait for the end of the tirade and hope 
for the best. 

‘Comrade,’ Liu snapped, ‘you will now please give me your 
unit number and tlie name of your commanding officer.’ 

He had no choice but to comply. The request was perfectly 
reasonable and congruous with the Communist ethic And be- 
sides, Liu was a member of the national security pohee. 

'Now take all this back,’ Liu said absently as he returned his 
notebook to his pocket. ‘This prisoner isn’t entitled to any gifts. 
And, by the way, he would tell you himself that he doesn t need 
any parcels from you. He lacks noffiing here. Isn’t that right? 

'Yes, of course,’ anssvered Hsu obediently. ‘Thats quite 
right’ 

As we moved into the fifth period of winter , our old obsession 
about food was jomed by an abiding concern about the weather. 
For the Chinese, winter lasts exactly eighty-one days, which they 
divide into nine periods of nine days, beginmng 21 December. 
By the third and fourth periods the temperature was regularly 
dropping to the vicinity of twenty below zero centigrade, a 
situation that inspired us with a permanent anxiety According 
to regulations, we were not required to go out to work ^ ® 
temperature was twenty below in still am, or fifteen below with 
a wind blowmg. Every morning we waited for the gong to te 
tis whether or not we would be heading for the fields. How many 
times have I lam with the others, fully clothed under the eovMS 
of our bed. hoping against hope that one or two degrees would 
save us from work - while at that very moment a trusty was 
obmbing the ladder up the big wooden gallows where the section 
of rad hung When he hit it with the hammer - always ^e 
strokes - it could be heard for miles around There would be 
^ pause, and then nine more strokes 

Tchoo gung I ’ a warder would cry, and we would reluctantly 
pile out for assembly. . 

Out study sessions naturally increased with the cold and the 
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hunger The aim was to keep our mmds occupied dunng the 
long days indoors, develop our reliance on the government and 
forget as much as possible about eating These almost never- 
endmg studies constitute the great Chmese mvention in penal 
theory and the mam difference between their prison camps and 
those built by the Soviets. A Chmese prisoner is practically 
never left alone to think his independent thoughts Studies of 
one type or another occur every smgle day of his jail life If I 
refer to them only occasionally, it is to avoid repetition, but the 
Western reader should know that not a day passes without 
studies 

Occasionally, miraculously, the sessions m the camps would 
turn out to be comical I recall in particular one session that 
ended m total debacle. The thane we were given that day was 
‘loving labour*, and our study period happened after an un- 
usually tough day in the fields. Longman Koo was directing 
thmgs 

‘Each one of us will tell what he thinks it is to love labour,’ 
besaid ‘Someone will preside with me this time Bao,youstart’ 

‘Lovmg labour is forgettmg what yon were in the past,’ I said, 
‘roUmg up your sleeves, disregarding everything else around 
you and concentratmg on your job It is overfulfilling the 
government’s norms and domg your level best at all times It is 
not complaming or askmg for favours or special treatment.’ 

•No, Bao,* Soong objected, ‘you’re not explammg what it 
means to work well You are speakmg hke a theoretician and a 
stinking mtellectual ' 

It is one of the constants of Chmese Commumst vocabulary 
that an mtellectual is always ‘stinking’ Like the Soviets, the 
Chmese ideologues cordially demise and mistrust the mtelh- 
gcntsia because of its irritating tendency to form its own 
ideas 

‘Loving labour is doing more than the government asks,’ 
another cellmate said, but Soong wasn't at all satisfied with the 
way the talk was going. 

‘No,’ he insisted, ‘you’re all wrong In the first place, all of ns 
are here because we’re enemies of the govemmenL Of course 
you speak about doing more than the government asks, but 
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that’s just empty talk What if tomorrow there’s a force seven 
mnd blowing and the temperature is fourteen below. Not fif- 
fen, but just fourteen And we’re here m the cell after breakfast, 
nailmg Well, every one of us will be hoping they don’t hit that 
rad, won’t we? But we're here to redeem ourselves, not to relax 
in the cell It’s at times like that that we have a chance to show 
how much we love labour The two prisoners who spoke just 
now weren’t loving labour - they were only showing enthusiasm. 
But I'll bet neither one of them would go out fifteen minutes 
early in the morning and wait under the rail hoping they’ll come 
out and hit it Now that would be loving labour I’m sorry to 
say that none of us here loves labour like that ’ 

Warder Yang heard Soong’s talk and didn’t hke it Like many 
of the other cadres, he would go from cell to cell checking on 
studies and noting enthusiasm He concluded that the attitude 
of our team was far from serious and that, further, we were 
Sailing around with totally unorthodox theories instead of re- 
niaming safely within the framework of the General Lme He 
ordered us to drop labour for now and take up another theme: 
‘Sociahsm is good ’ We would get our thoughts straight by 
raeditating tor fifteen minutes beforehand 
That was a mistake. Yang should have known better We were 
hone-tired from our day of preparing the fields for spring plant- 
mg Nothing was more welcome than a nice httle meditation. 
Within minutes most of us were fast asleep When Yang came 
hack to check on us, his presence was announced by a gust of 
cold air as he opened the door It woke us up, but not before he 
had understood perfectly well what had happened 
■What’s this? What’s this?’ He was the very picture of out- 
raged virtue. 

We, ahh . . were meditatmg sociahsm,’ Soong stammered, 
hut he was thoroughly unconvmcing Yang stood there glaring 
at us, hands on his hips. 

‘If I questioned you one by one,’ he said, ‘you’d swear on 
your grandmothers’ heads that you were meditating and that 
yon know socialism is good. I know that But I also know that 
down inside you’re also saymg that sociahsm doesn t feed 

you enough.’ 
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‘Look, Warder,’ Sun said without a hint of sarcasm, "you said 
It, not us’ 

Yang looked down at Sun, sighed and went back out mto the 
mght 

A couple of days later we got a chance to find out if we really 
did love labour It was time to get the fields fertihied, and 
absolute priority was to go to spreading manure from the big 
heaps we had been watering down and ripemng throughout the 
fall and early wmter Every available cart was to be pressed into 
action and they would be manned by twos - one to shovel m the 
load and the other to pull the cart There would be other teams 
to spread the manure where we dumped it It didn’t appear ob- 
jectively to be such a bad job, but the hitch was that it had to be 
done m ten days - every single field, and many of them lay more 
than two miles from the manure dumps Bach cart was to be 
fully loaded with at least 240 catties of manure, and guards 
would check to make sure there was no cheatmg The mdividual 
norm was to be six round trips a day. A smgle slogan appeared 
on every agitprop blackboard after that, written out m beauti- 
ful Chmese calhgraphy with coloured chalk 

Load as much as possible, run as qmckly as possible, unload ' 
as quickly as possible’ 

The fatahties of topography had it that the course was in 
almost all cases uphill from the manure dumps to the fields, but 
there was nothing we could do except to choose the strongest 
as pullers, the weakest as loaders and hope for the best That 
night we had only a short study, devoted to the techmques of 
spreading manure, and turned in early 

On the first day of the campaign our cell failed to make its 
norm There was simply too much work and not enough time 
Warder Yang told us we would have to start getting up earher 
For the next mne days we were out m the fields before sonrise, 
makmg our first trips m the dark and gallopmg back with the 
empty carfa in the first rays of the dawn We flmshed at noon on 
the last day of the Chinese lunar New Year - not a speck of 
manure was left, and the fields were ready for plantmg. Our 
reward - it comcided with the New Year festivities rather than 
the Fertilization Campaign - was a cattle of nee apiece, meat 
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slew m place of vegetable soup and a movie in the auditorium. 
All around me in the dark I could hear the crunchomnchcmnch 
of my fellow jailbirds eating cabbage leaves from a pile of heads 
which felicitously had been stored in another comer of the 
building. 

Some weeks later our Fifth Brigade was disbanded and m- 
corporated into the Fourth Bngade Our entire team went over 
to the new brigade intact except for Soong, who was rewarded 
for his enthusiasm by being made leader of Team Seven. His 
place in our cell’s sleeping order was taken by the Reverend 
Father Hsia, What a man he wasl If all Cathohe priests were 
hke him, there would never be any crisis m the Chureh. 

Father Peter Hsia was a Trappist monk from Yangkiaping, a 
®>all, frail, sunburned man in his late sixties with prominent, 
bushy eyebrows and only a few wisps of white hair on his 
head Very soon after he arrived in the cell he approached me 
and began asking dangerous questions. I was extremely wary. 
He could have been a provocateur, for all I knew. 

‘John is a Catholic name,’ he said softly. 'Are you a Christian, 
then?’ 

He had seen my name wntten above my sleeping spot on the 
bed and had made the same translation any educated Chinese 
Would have done The second part of my Chinese name, Ruo- 
**•>8. is the Cathohe transliteration for Saint John I preferred 
®way from the subject entirely 
That’s none of your business,’ I told him 
My name is Peter,’ he said, and then clammed up. He wasn’t 

going to push it. 

In the fields the rest of that winter Father Hsia gave him- 
sa f to his work with incredible conscientiousness, in spite of his 
^•y. He was forever apologcang to us, every tune he shpped 
or made a mistake or earned less than the strongest ones. 

Sorry to be holding you up, schoolmates,’ he said whenever 

something went wrong 

all liked Hsia and as the weeks passed I even drew out of 
shell and guardedly discussed religion with him when I was 
no one could hear. Koo was so impressed by his attitude 
he took it upon himself to order the rest of the team to 
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help the old man with his norms whenever he was in trouble, to 
ensure that be held on to bis Class A rations Even that bothered 
Hsia ^ 

“You shouldn’t do that,’ he protested ‘It’s against regulations. 
If I can’t finish my work, I have no nght to the higher rations ’ 
Koo told him to shut up and leave the decisions to him But 
late in April it became apparent that there was at least one cell- 
mate who didn’t approve of the little priest, when I and some of 
the others were called m one by one to see Warder Yang He 
used the hallowed cat and mouse style 
‘Bao, are you witbholdmg something from the government?’ 
I didn’t know what he was talking about, and said it 
‘You know Christian activities are not permitted in the cell’ 
I waited for him to go on 

‘What’s this I’ve been hearing about Hsia? I hear he’s been 
praying in bed’ 

Yang ivas quite nght, but I was certam he had no proof ‘If 
he has been,’ I said, ‘I’d be the first to know I don’t practise 
Chnstiamty anymore, but I can shll recognize prayers ’ 

‘Do you mean to say these accusations are unfounded?’ 

‘No, I didn’t say exactly that ’ 

Well, then, what's this mumbhng people have been teUing me 
about?’ 

Brigade leader,’ I explained as reasonably as I could, ‘you 
have to realize that Hsia is an old man Old people talk to them- 
selves - It even happens to other people, too Sometunes when 
I can’t get to sleep, I tell myself stones ’ 

‘Shen jing bing,’ he said disgustedly. You’re all lunatics ’ 
After Koo went through the same mterview he returned to the 
cell in a controlled fury There was a subtle hint of threat in his 
voice when he spoke 

I have something to say to classmates who make reports to 
the government I want you to know that I am all for it It is the 
duly of every one of us Confiding in the government means you 
are on the road to redemption But let me say one thing more 
If anyone makes false reports to the government, he is com- 
mitting a crime Lying to try to gam merits is one of the worst 
cnminal acUvities there is ’ 
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ttTiat are jou getting at, Koo7' someone asked 
I m just telling you what the warder said. If any one of you 
thinks I Iwve spoken wrong, you can go see him yourself ’ 

The incident was closed svilh that, and we never did discover 
who had told on Hsia Of course he did pray in bed, but it was 
barely audible He also used to give confession in the fields to 
some of the prisoners who had remained Christian During 
breaks when we would he down to rest in the sun, the prisoner 
wishing to confess would simply take his place next to Hsia and 
tell him his sms while looking up at the sky We could see their 
ips moving, but they svere always careful never to look at each 
other or make any kinds of gestures Hsia probably would have 
loved to be able to make the sign of the cross, but it was just 
too risky ‘Your sins are forgiven,’ he would say up to the sky, 
ood the prisoner would wander away 
Hsia trusted me to the point that he knew I would never 
Kport him, so he often lowered his caution when he was around 
me Once I overheard an amazing exchange when a very devout 
Christian came to him for advice about steahng. Like all the rest 
he had been keeping himself alive by grabbing esxtra food, but 
the morality of theft still bothered him. 

Do the guards know you people are steahng food?’ Hsia 
®tked him. 

Well, sure They know that foraging goes on ’ 

“Well, then,’ the old man went on easily, ‘if the government 
knows you are steahng and lets you get away with it, then the 
Jovenunent is pretty kind, isn’t it?’ 

Yes,’ the prisoner agreed womedly, but that was hardly the 
inclusion he had been looking for Hsia had been holding it 
back as a surprise 

Do you think God will be no better than the Communists?’ 

0 asked ‘Don’t worry about that anymore ’ 
father Hsia was certainly the finest Christian I have ever met. 
oe great Cathohe martyrs may have endured more pain than 
Of but their faith could hardly have been any greater than that 
this stubborn hWe old man who kept the faith of the Western 
^sionaries ahve m the camps after all his foreign supenors had 
oft eSuna when the gomggot rough. He deserves to be sainted. 
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Chapter Thirteen 


As winter gave way to spnng we prisoners were frankly em- 
ployed as draught animals with no pretence that we were to be 
considered anything else In those days tractors were still not 
produced on a large scale, and horses and oxen were scarce - 
everything was scarce in 1960 and 1961 All the work of pre 
paring the ground, levelhng and terracing, moving rock and 
loam, digging and mamtainmg imgafion ditches, fell directly 
upon us As of 1 March, our slower, more restfi^l winter sched 
ule was replaced with a ten-hour work day We were back to the 
old routme, weak from malnutrition and disease but still expec- 
ted to perform as fresh, strong labour Some lasted, but a lot 
didn’t I was among those who couldn’t keep the pace 
The production warder, a wiry, bowlegged peasant named 
Chao, never tired of reminding us that our future rations were 
directly at stake The work we did now would determine how 
much wheat and nee would be harvested and hence how much 
of It we would get As an added mducement to enthusiastic 
labour he divided his workers into relatively small groups and 
decreed a pohey of Socialist Emulation - challenges between 
teams with food bonuses as the rewards On every agitprop 
blackboard the teams were numbered and the categories sche- 
matized as in the Transit Centre - rocket, airplane, automobile, 
bicycle, oxcart and the final ignominy of turtle 
I began the season in that typical Oriental labour of dragging 
a weighted levelhng board through the rice paddies A rice 
paddy, of course, must be absolutely level, since it is built to 
contain a constant depth of water for the young shoots Every 
paddy must be reworked at springtime and the classical system 
IS to flood them and to drag the leveller along behind a beast of 
burden In Ching Ho two prisoners took the place of the beast 
and the leveller was a wooden plank a foot wide and four 
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inches lliick, wciglilcd wtih sixty pounds of bricks My partner 
and 1 were hitclicd to ropes at citlicr cxlrcmity of the plank. We 
were only a mediocre team, though, never rising above auto- 
mobile 

Three incidents, all of them directly related to the hunger and 
the harsh working conditions, remain with me now from that 
bad springtime Tlie first was when Lci Ying-fang, the master 
forager, cracked up Hunger was behind it, but it was finally his 
nerves that gave way. I heard about it later from Sun, who was 
there in the fields with him when it happened Lei had been 
complaining more and more bitterly with each hungry day of 
work \\'hcn the lunch cart came out to their station, he grabbed 
his portion of wo'tou and broke it m half under a warder’s eye 
To the general surprise, he began to curse loudly and hurl im- 
precations against the government for first starving him and 
then forcing him to cat a wo’tou that was half ersatz 

'Be quiet and cat your lunch,’ the warder said, trying very 
reasonably to avoid trouble, but there was no stopping Lei He 
spat and hurled the offending loaf to the ground - a purely 
criminal gesture no warder could ignore He had Lei bound 
head to foot and detailed two pnsoners to dump him in a bicycle 
cart and bring him back to the compound for a stretch of soh- 
Isry We had to Struggle him later. 

Then there was Lam, a Chinese who chose the wrong way to 
forage Lam was about fifty and had been in Ching Ho smee 
1951 - one of the real old-timers I never knew him personally, 
but he had a good reputation as a student and as a hard worker, 
and several times had been named Activist of Reform Through 
hsbour His big trouble came when a warder found a bag of 
Com hidden among his personal belongings in the cell That was 
against the rules, of course, but what made it a grievously seri- 
ous offence was that it was seed com He had stolen it from the 
supply shack. We heard talk about his folly but didn’t learn 
what the consequences would be until Rest Sunday, the single 
day off our schedule gave us, after thirteen days of steady work 
At 4 p m. the entire Fourth Brigade was called to assembly m 
the auditorium, where Warder Chao did the talkmg He got to 
thepoint in a hurry. 
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‘One of you has stolen from the government,’ he barked out 
'Stand up I’ 

Down m front, Lam arose slowly His head was already 
bowed 

‘I called you m here while it was still hght so you could see 
this individual Look at himl Lara’s past behaviour has been 
good He has often been an Activist He is enthusiastic m his 
work He studies well He has made lots of progress He has 
withstood the trials of bad braes During these days of tempo- 
rary economic difficulty anybody can be weak, but that's when 
you should try your hardest to be strong He didn’t He stole 
a bag of com ’ 

Chao paused to let the importance of the moment sink in 
Chinese Communist cadres are bom histrionics 

■A bag of com What is a bag of com? Nothing Maybe 
twenty cents But that bag of com seed contained enough grain 
to grow an acre - enough to feed a whole team for a year' 
Stealing from the kitchen or the fields is one thmg, but this 
pnsoner tampered with producbon He committed sabotage, 
and that is unforgivable ’ 

The pnson director, who was up on the stage between War- 
ders Chao and Yang, stepped forward to read out Sung’s 
punishment, which they had decided earlier five more years to 
his sentence 

With Gold Mountain’s corn it was something different Very 
much different Liu Chin-shan was a short, square-faced peasant 
whose name meant Gold Mountain and whom I got to know 
when we were paired together for awhile, in the horse stalls and 
out in the fields with a harrow He never spoke much, but I 
soon saw that he was as accomplished a scavenger as Lei Ying- 
fang and nearly as good a cigarette scrounger as Shaw, the 
pedicab jockey He was one of the rare ones who disciplined 
himself to rise an hour before reveille to scour the compound 
for butts in the cadres’ and free workers’ areas Illiterate farmer 
that he was, he had a straightforward thinbng process that went 
to the point with unerring accuracy I once saw him win an ex- 
change with Warder Yang, a far subtler and more educated 
person A puritan) like most of the cadres I have ever met, 
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Yang couldn’t restrain himself one afternoon from criticizing 
Liu for picking up and smoking old butts, 

'You know, you might get a long disease from them,’ he 
remonstrated. 

_ That’s all right,’ Lm answered with superb indifference, 
‘I’ve got one already,’ 

Yang was amazed and shocked “Well then,’ he said, ‘do you 
want your hfe to be cut short?’ 

Liu cocked up an eye and gave him one of those wonderful 
sardonic smiles of which the Chinese are masters. 

Why ask me, Warder? Ask yourself ’ 

It was Liu who taught me that when a man is hungry enough, 
he can find nounshment anywhere. It happened during one of 
the long Innch-and-siesta periods, when we were with our har- 
row. This tune he didn’t he down and rest but instead built him- 
self a httle fire. Presently I noticed he seemed to be cooking 
something in his enamel mug. 

“What did you find?’ I wondered I hadn’t seen him domg any 
foraging. 

‘None of your business,’ he grunted. 1 got up and walked 
over ‘Can I look?’ 

Liu shrugged I hfted off the hd and saw to my surpnse that 
the basin was half full of kernels of com I wondered if he 
eould have been as stupid as Lam. That seemed unlikely, 
though Liu tossed m some rock salt stolen from the horses, 

‘You got your food basm?’ he asked. 

‘Sure’ 

‘Get It’ 

When I returned with my basin he ladled out three spoonsful. 
Liu said nothing. He nodded his head and I ate the com It had 
s strange, powerful taste, like ammonia That didn’t bother me 
W the least It was hotandsaity.Itwasfood. 

‘More?’ 

‘Sure’ 

"Where’dyougetit?’ 

As before, be just granted. Later, when we were working the 
he let me in on the secuet. 

W Bao, you didn’t notice anything because you're a lousy 
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intellectual who doesn’t pay attention But when we were in the 
stables the other day I saw a lot of undigested com m the shit of 
the guards’ horses So I picked rt out and washed it off. That’s 
what we just ate 1 learned the trick when the Japs raided our 
Village and took away all our food We had to eat the com from 
their horses’ shit That and bark from the trees ’ 

I didn’t tell my cellmates about my meal that afternoon, not 
even Sun or Longman, but I needn’t have been so finicky There 
were others who had done worse That fall I met a prisoner who 
told me how be and a friend had found they could eat the 
worms they found in the shit of cows and oxen The worms 
were fat because they had been m the mtestmes of the animals, 
ingesting their food along with them Medically speaking 1 sup- 
pose they were clean, and almost pure protein, but the thought 
of the worms still put me off The prisoners washed them off, 
roasted them and snipped off the two black ends before con- 
surmng them Compared to that, the occasional cockroach was 
a luxury. 

Later Liu showed me how to find the artfully camouflaged 
eggs of praying mantises They always laid them in the crotches 
where a tree limb joined the trunk and they were invariably the 
same colour as the bark The eggs were about the size of 
Brazil nuts, and each one had its own httle yolk and white. Th^ 
were dehcious 

The comical side of our existence was rarer, but it was there 
nonetheless - like the mormng when one of my cellmates awoke 
with an exultant cry. 

Pao ma! he exclaimed Tve been horse racing’ Horse 
racing is the Chinese slang for having a wet dream That was a 
remarkable feat, considering the state of debihtation we all 
were in 

Shut up,’ Sun told him *You let the warders hear that, and 
they’ll cut your rations down You’ve got too much energy ’ 

The question of sexuality m the camps fascinates everyone, 
especially Westerners Since my release scores of peojile have 
asked me how we were able to endure the lack of women 
Weren t we prisoners, the younger ones at any rate, tormented 
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by unfulfillable erotic fancic-:? The simple, surprising answer is 
no - not nl nil In the first place, Chinese as a general rule are 
more rcscncd (or should I say less frenzied) about sexual mat- 
ters than Westerners But far more ilian that, the combmation 
of perpetual hunger, lack of vitamins and the exhaustion 
brought on by hard physical labour had brought us to such a 
slate of decrepitude that wc were, for all intents and purposes, 
impotent Survital was our only preoccupation. And one last 
point not to be forgotten - sexuality was and still is ideologi- 
cally incorrect in China, especially in the camps. Need I repeat 
how dominated wo all were by ideology? Westerners may be 
amused by it, but Mao is literally capable of preventing his 
people from copulating If that isn’t ideology in action, nothing 

IS, 


Not long after the May First feast (a bowl of rice, some 
nicat m our soup and a movie) our cell received its first genume • 
celebrity, a funny-looking character of about forty with a hook 
nose, soft brown eyes and pocked skm, who stuttered and 
Walked with the shambhng gait of a duck His name was Li 
Wan-mmg, and be had been the original model for one of the 
most popular stage plays ever produced in post-Liberation 
China, Looking Westward at Chang An, by Lau Saw, the same 
man who wrote the famous Rickshaw Boy. Lau Saw was a sort 
of Chinese Gorky, who wrote devastating novels about sociid 
conditions in the old days and then gave hunself to satue after 
the revolution, which was something less than wise He was 
jailed dunng the Cultural Revolution and not heard &om since. 

Before, during and immediately after the Hundred Flowers, 
Looking Westward was the stage hit of China It was an en- 
fiagmg bit of entertainment, based on the adventures of a pw^ 
hcularly cheeky socialist con^man and pohttcal swmdler - u 
Wan-ming, the very man who had ]nst arrived in our ce - wo 
had managed to persuade hundreds of bureaucrats, party 
officials and innocent bystanders that be was a 
veteran of the Korean War. He bad landed the easier of jobs by 


People’s Volunteers, complete with the requisite medals. To top 
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o£f lus act he fabncated a certificate stating that he had been 
wounded m combat This bogus hero was accepted into the ehte 
ranks of the party and selected for a tnp to the Soviet Union, 
during which he was supposed to get both treatment for te 
wound and deepened studies of Marxism-Lenmism When e 
Soviets discovered that he was virgin of wounds and knew 
nothing of Marxism-Leninism, he was sent back to Peking, 
where his story quickiy fell to pieces He had made his mihtary 
photographs, it turned out, fay cuttmg and pasting pages of 
magazmes and then rephotographing the pictures with his head 
stuck on someone else’s shoulders The paper for his medical 
certificates he had stolen from a local health office and the 
official stamps he had carved himself out of smoked bean curd, 
He disposed of the stamps by eating them after the documents 
were in good order. I saw the play three times in Peking and 
loved it But I never dreamed I’d be sleeping next to the 
original 

‘You know, I never got any royalties from the play,’ he com- 
plained to me once ‘And Lau Saw exaggerated my stoiy He 
exploited me ’ 

What amazed me was how party officials could have accepted 
this poor, stuttering, mythomaniac as a war hero 
‘What would they think if they could see you now?' I asked 
him 

‘Well,’ he answered with an utterly straight face, ‘t-t-t-they 
just might see me They’re in the c-c-c-camps, too ’ 

That same month I ran into an old acquaintance, Tsui Van, a 
man I first met in Grass Mist Lane He had nothing much to 
recount that I didn’t already know, except for one interesting, 
poignant httle detail - they were folding no more book leaves 
in the Transit Centre With the heavy demand for plastic goods, 
they had teamed up with Pnson Number One to produce wal- 
lets Now the prisoners were sewing plastic instead of folding 
paper But they were still launching rockets and satellites 
Tsui's arrival coincided with that of about 100 juvenile delin- 
quents sent to us for a term of Education Through Labour. 
They were the meanest, most terrifying httle bastards I have 
ever had the misfortune to meet The oldest was only seventeen 
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- because at age eighteen they are considered majors and pass 
over to the adult side - and the youngest around nine or ten. 
They had been dispatched from Peking to form them own 
Youth Brigade After watching them perform awhile I could 
understand why the capital wanted to get nd of them They 
were full of duty tacks and generally got away with them - 
after all, since they were only undergoing Lao Jiao, they were 
still considered citizens. Several times bands of them waylaid 
poor, hungry prisoners carrying rations back from the kitchen, 
beat them up and made off with their food And since they were 
younger, they even ate more generous rations than we didi It 
was a terrible situation When we marched past them in forma- 
tion on our way to work they taunted us by shouting Huai 
dani’ (rotten eggs) or ‘Hun dan'* (S.O B.). We couldn’t answer 
back. 

It all came to a head the day they stole our team’s clothes, It 
was on a Rest Sunday, and we had piled into the bathhouse for 
a wash - but when we came out, our clothes had disappeared. 
The little brutes had simply walked off with everything, so they 
Could rifle our pockets at their leisure and take them pick of the 
best clothes. We had to wait there for almost two hours while 
the guards went off to recover whatever they could That esca- 
pade finished our eo-existence From then on the boys were 
strictly segregated from us men Luckily for us. 

Early m May Dr Ma put me on health rations I was obvi- 
ously growing weaker every day, and the advent of the warm 
weather could do nothing to change my condition. Nor. it 
turned out, could the health ration By wheat-harvesting toe 
I could no longer fulfil my work norm, and Longman Koo had 
to make the unpleasant choice of lowenng my rations to Class 
B The team had carried me for several weeks, but not o 
goodwill in the world was enough to prevent 
- from gnimbhng about a man not doing his share An esi es. 


indefinitely. especiaUy old Chao the peasant I lost A. 

Withm two weeks I was so far gone that Longman an n 
had to carry me to the infirmary. Amoebic dysentery wm 
tnain problem, but I was anaemic as well and had drasticauy 
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reduced blood pressure All the signs of malnutrition and de- 
bilitation were there I was a wreck Old Hsia, who never gave 
up even tried to convert me to Catholicism He advised me to 
pray and reminded me that man doesn’t hve by bread alone 
•No. Hsia,’ 1 agreed, 'but It helps.’ 

‘Don’t worry, old Bao,’ Longman said confidently “We won t 
let you down Just do what the doctor says and you’ll he ri^t 
back with us’ 

•Sure, old Koo,’ I said, but I didn’t beheve it 1 was too ex-^ 
haustedtocare 

The infirmary had a floor of beaten earth over which straw 
had been strewn, held m place by a double row of bricks in the 
shape of a large L Koo dropped my sleepmg cloth down be- 
tiveen two other prisoners and helped me he down There were 
two paneless windows, which had been covered over with paper 
in the winter but now were wide open to the outside air One 
of them gave out next to a ditch latrine and the other to file 
main kitchen, where they started worfang at two m the morn- 
ing The noise from the kitchen kept us awake, the stink from 
the latnne made us even sicker, and the flies - the rare, canny 
ones who had escaped the vanous extermination campaigns - 
walked on us with proprietary arrogance Dr Ma did what be 
could, but it was a lousy place to be sick 

The hospital rations were a defimte improvement over the 
normal fare - wheat-flour noodles, bread, dried meat and some- 
times some red-bean paste - but I was feehng too temble to eat 
any of it At around 7pm that first day Sun appeared for a 
visit, sunburned and still dusty from the fields He was wearing 
blue shorts, camp-made sandals and a straw bat 

’Well, old Bao, how are yon?’ 

•No good, old Sun Bad’ 

I wasn’t looking for pity At that moment I felt utterly hope- 
less I was dying of starvation, but I couldn’t put anything mside 
me and I wasn’t even hungry 

Sun leaned down and whispered to me urgently In his voice 
there was the same bitter intensity I had glunpsed m him on 
occasion before, so different from the natural nobihty of his 
character. 
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‘You’re going to die, then, just hfce that? You’re going to let 
them kill you?’ 

‘Sun, no one’s killing me,’ I protested, but I knew how hjs 
mmd was workmg. No one is more rancorous than a fallen 
Commumst, 

‘Fight It, Bao,’ he said, ‘fight it We want to get you out ahve. 
Cin’t you understand that?’ 

1 was too tired to argue ‘Okay, Sun,’ I promised, ‘I’H try.’ 

‘Good. We’ll come back and see you again tomorrow. Now 
take these.’ 

Sun had three eggs in his handl It was unbelievable Scroung- 
ing a turnip or a cabbage heart was one thing, but eggs were 
almost unheard of 

‘Where in hell did you get these, Sun?’ 

‘They've been boiled,' he said blandly, avoiding my question. 
‘If 1 were you. I’d eat the shells afterward, too Calcium And 
there’ll be no traces ’ 

I tried to protest again, but by now it was only for the sake of 
form Sun strode out even before I could fimsh I knew that the 
, nnly place where he could have found eggs was m the warders’ 
chicken coop. He had been taking big risks there The next 
cvemng Longman came in with a big enamel mug, decorated 
®th a bright, optumstic floral design Inside, there was a stew 
®f wild vegetables, frog meat and a few grains of rice from the 
bottom of somebody’s .provision sack It was thick and hot He 
spooned it out for me As a little gourmet gesture he had 
flavoured it with a pinch of salt swiped from the horses 

hly team’s mtensive-care programme continued for about 
fhree weeks m all By the second week of July, I was sitting up 
^ my pallet As soon as I was able to totter to my feet, I asked 
Warder Yang to put me back to work m the fields It was 
healthier out there, I figured, and 1 was fed up with the in- 
firmary 

Tf you could see yourself m the mirror,’ Yang said, ‘you 
"’ouldn’t be asking me for that The wind would blow you away 
*"1 there, Bao. I must say yon ha ve the proper attitude, but stay 
to the hospital and fatten up first.’ 

I spent the next month or so tidying up in the infirmary and 
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helping out with odd jobs m the kitchen It wasn t r«l work 
buUt passed the time and made me feel useful, while the of 
my schoolmates were out in the fields fightmg for a In- 
vest I would he m the straw before sunrise and hear them form- 
ing up their work details as Chmese schmaltz boomed out oyer 
the loudspeakers The Asters Are m Bloom’ was one of the 
most favoured tunes, and there were Indonesian waltzes, too. « 
was an mcredible atmosphere 

One drizzly day in August a new warder I had never seen 
before came to the infirmary to look us over. He was dressed m 
a white shut, khaki shorts and sandals, and seemed totally e 
eient He took down our names and asked us about our heal 
histones. When he had left, I asked Dr Ma what his visit was all 

about . 

‘Nothing good or bad,’ he rephed obliquely He often spoKe 
in nddles - it’s an old Chmese habit. The next mommg the new 
warder was hack agam This time he bad that bastard Liu wi 


‘Ihe government is always concerned with your welfare, Liu 
said, and I thought to myself Here it comes. It had to be some 
sort of bad news ‘Number Three Farm is a production unit an 
as such has neither the means nor the tune to care for the sick. 
For this reason the government has decided to transfer you to a 
place where there is proper medical care It is called Camp 5“ > 
and it IS especially designed for the needs of the sick. Now ge 
your things ready You are leaving immediately.’ 

Those of us who could walk climbed onto a truck and 
were earned aboard. We rolled over dut roads through the fields 
for several hours before diawmg up in front of a roughsho 
hamlet of red bnck and whitewashed buddings surrounded by 
a flat mud embankment into which was stuck a large wooden 
panel wth the numbers 5-8-5 We clambered down and when 
caught sight of the old one-armed warder I had known before, 
Wang, I realized that this must just be a larger version of North- 
ern Precious Village, the dymg farm. Wang remembered me 
perfectly well, and on the strength of our past acquamtance 
made me group leader of our bunch 
We spent the rest of the afternoon and evening settling in one 
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of the wliitcmshed cell units, finding out about rations and gen- 
erally gelling acquainted Verj' quickly I saw some familiar 
faces from NorUicm Precious Village and got filled in on the 
situation. The old place had been requisitioned, they told me, 
when the agronomists had found some crops that would grow 
well in the surrounding soil. Camp 585 was to be the new con- 
solidation point for all the weak, crippled and aged, and not 
many of tliem felt there was any chance of getting back out 
alive. \Vc were 400 in all, and we ate twice a day, mostly the 
extras from the other production units. That wasn’t much m 
those days I shuttled around in the mud of the courtyard, watch- 
ing some desultory foragers over by the kitchen waste heap, de- 
pressed and feeling hopeless and abandoned. It really looked 
like the end of the road 

The same tiresome, pointless routine continued the next 
morning, still under a line, grey drizzle. Since we had no jobs 
and no work norms, the only activity appeared to be waiting to 
aat Some time after noon Warder Wang called me to his office 

'You're leaving,’ he announced without ceremony. ‘You’re 
going back to Number Three Farm Get your things.’ 

I was astonished and exhilarated. Suddenly my future seemed 
more possible. I didn’t know it then, but I learned later that it 
Was Wang himself who declared me undesuable for 585. It was 
0 Wry conscious and pointed gesture . He meant to save my life. 
He knew all too well that 585 was nothing but a death farm 

My exceptional bounce back to Number Three Farm didn’t 
Work without complication, though. This time I was accepted 
mto the infirmary with only Class C rations - exactly half what 
mo normal workers were getting Evidently someone in the 
merarchy, probably Warder Liu, had decided that I had shown 
mySelf to be a malcontent by having refused the government’s 
enevolent offer of medical treatment in Camp 585 It wasn’t 
®ntil I had written a formal letter of protest to the camp direc- 
“r, explaining that I had been retransferred without my con- 
Sant or prior knowledge, and had always acted in good faith, 
^t Lni relented and allowed me back m the cell on Class B 

rations 

I-atter of protest’ may sound wildly improbable for those 
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v^.ho do not vmderstand the Chiuese pnson system or the mm- 
tahty of the cadres As I learned m Pnsoa Number 0^, 
body, even a prisoner, is encouraged to speak his mmd honesUy 
and fuUy, for the government wants to know what goes on m 
man’s head In this manner if the thoughts are erronMUS or no 
m synch With the party hne. they can be coveted. No one 
would have thought of preventing me from sending my 
the Cham of command Ihe strange. Ahce-m-Wonderland world 
of foims must always be served My jailers had absolute author- 
ity over my body and soul, but they were obhged to hew me 
out On my side, though, it imported that I be careful with mj 
ideology Free speech is encouraged especially if it remains 

within the acepted channels . . i -a 

My recovery after I returned from S8S was surprisingly rapi 
I don’t know whether to ascribe it to the mmistrations of Dr 
Ma, the diet supplements of Sun and Longman, or simply 
of the dead! farm, but I was soon out in the^elds with the 
others One of the fint big jobs that fell to us was to weed out 
the rice paddies and loosen the earth around the young shoots - 
the classical Chmese bent-back, straw-hatted labour that ult^- 
trates nulhons of prints, agar boves and coffee tables in the 
West It was the tuneless image of Asia, and I was happy to e 
back inside it The greatest pleasure of working m the paddies 
(besides serving sociahsm) was catching the frogs that prohfera- 
ted there I never could understand how they could be so 
numerous when the past few years had been so disastrously 1^- 
but there they were, and none of us questioned our good for- 
tune They weren’t even particularly difficult to stalk - often 
they would hterally jump mto our laps We would skm them on 
the spot and eat them raw The system is to start with the 
mouth, and the head comes off with the spine Those With 
greater disciphne would save the meat in their mugs with a httle 
water (at that time of year we always carried our mugs with us, 
stuck doivn in the folds of our clothes) and then dry it in the sun 
to make a type of jerky Salted, they had a dehcious, dehcate 
flavour Sun roasted them on a stick and they tasted like bacon 
Later in the summer whbn there were more wild vegetables, we 
would make all kinds of stews with them, 
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Around wheat-threshing time I witnessed a terrible suicide 
Just as we were sitting in the shade for our midday meal of soup 
and wo’tous, a prisoner in a tattered white shirt and blue pants 
appeared in the field next to us, running with desperate energy 
toward one of the big wheat-chopping machines set mto the 
ground. Before anyone had a chance to react, or cut off the 
machine, he had dived down into the blades I never knew why 
he did It, but it wasn’t rare for pnsoners to get out of the camps 
that way This one ended up in pieces 
In early September, Sun let me in on something of a secret, or 
at least an explanation of why the cellmates had taken such good 
care of me when I was in the infirmary We were working the 
paddies then, and it was around 3 pan when he ambled over to 
me 

‘Come on, Bao,’ he said, ‘don’t knock yourself out It won’t 
get you anywhere Let’s have a smoke ’ 

Why not? There was no warder in sight, and disciphne was 
somewhat more relaxed now that the wheat was safely har- 
vested and the rice seemed to be all right We settled back 
against the bank of one of the raised roadways that intersected 
the paddies, took off our straw hats, drew out our little squares 
of newspaper and rolled ourselves a couple of vine-leaf smokes. 
Sun gestured broadly out at the fields 
‘Look at that, Bao, isn’t that a magmficent sight?’ 

It was difficult to tell whether or not he was being sarcastic, 
for In point of fact it was a magnificent sight It was a cinema- 
scope day With an intensely blue sky pocked with rich, billowy 
cloud formations The vast senes of paddies before us stretched 
linutlessly to the horizon with nothing breabng the geometric 
pattern except the one long row of acacias and poplars over by 
the mam highway The dikes and pathways that separated them 
“arched along in disciplined order Everywhere we looked 
there were men, bareback or in black shirts, bent to their work, 
impervious to the world about them, each one lost in his per- 
sonal umverse There were thousands of them 
‘Isn’t that wonderful?’Sun asked again. ‘All those people, and 
none of them will ever make it out, me included Dfetime con- 
tract. You’re the only one who’s different, Bao You might get 
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out the Big Door some day It could happen to a foreigner, but 
not us You’ll be the only one who can tell about it afterward 
if you do That’s why we wanted to keep you ahve, Bao.* 

I was touched, but didn’t quite feel his optimism ‘I don't 
laiow if in live that long. Sun ’ 

That wasn’t theatrical pessimism on my part Since August 
1960, more than three-quarters of our brigade had died or been 
di^atched to Camp 585 There weren’t many of us left 
Don t you worry,’ Sun said firmly, ‘as long as you're here, 
you’ll hve. I can promise you tiiat And if ydn get transferred to 
other camps, there’ll be other people who ihirfv like us You’re 
precious cargo, old man ’ 

Sun laughed and sloshed back out into the paddy. 


One of the transfeis into our team that summer was an over- 
seas C^nese from Indonesia named Lu Ke-hsi, who surprised 
me mth bis knowledge of the degenerate outside world I used 
o call him Luke He was young and handsome, around twenty- 
five and, though scrawny, a good worker One afternoon in the 
fields I happened to be hummmg ‘Cherry Pink and Apple Blos- 
som ^te to myself when Luke appeared next to me and 
joined m without missmg a note. 

‘Where’d you learn that?’ I couldn’t help wondering 
n onesia, he said proudly. ‘And I know plenty more.’ 

discussing bubble-gum cards I was trans- 
^ r«n4hon of Tennessee Waltz’ It took 
..nil “T arrest Luke had fo^ 

fh nlnwjrj! 

hut he <im "u * anythmg m a foragn language, 

narf f Ptocussed American cheese, 

to refresh my 

? '“® “t® ^'t him have not only ‘Ten- 

h os well - a httle bonus I 

,| , " warders would have made of those secret 

^cit message if ftey had ever captured them Later on Luke 

WediSg’j the words to T Went to Your 
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With the com harvest, we naturally tried to steal as much as 
possible for our own use, but the guards were vigilant and we 
were rarely able to make off with more than one ear apiece. 
Ihey were clever, these guards. Every day upon returmng from 
the fields they formed us up and had us search each other, in 
pans. It saved them the time and tedium of going through all 
of us themselves, and was more effective than would appear at 
first thought - they knew very well how much we feared that 
they might double-check our searches. As a result, the teams 
quickly learned to “uncover' some contraband in every search. 
Ihe guilty man for the day was agreed upon in advance. This 
way each one of us took a few demerits every month for the 
good of the group And as far as the warders were concerned, 
form had been served. 

On 1 October, National Day, we had a mce feast of stuffed 
Chinese bread, a big bowl of vegetable soup and nee and cab- 
bage cooked with diced pork After the meal we were sitting 
around outside relaxmg and telhng stories when old Warder 
Chao strolled over to join us He was wearing a faded blue jacket 
and shorts, and pohtely asked our permission before sitting 
down with us. He drew out his tobacco and filled his pipe We 
shut up and respectfully waited for him to speak When a war- 
der joins a group, however informal it is, he’s in charge 

Today Fm going to tell you about the Ten Manifestations of 
Negativism and Laziness,' he said without the least hint of self- 
eonsciousness ‘They are known as Hsiao gee Hun Pao 

He spoke slowly and instructively, popping out his fingers one 
hy one as he enumerated them 

One To work only when the warders are looking When he 
hi^ his back, you slough off. 

^ 0 - Pretending you’re working hard Just going through 
make-believe gestures with your tool when you’re really doing 
nothing. But never forget The warders have a third eye We 
l^oow more than you think 

‘Hiree Going to the latrine all the time, or pretending you 
fiave the shits Six tunes m the morning and six in the afternoon, 
minutes each time, and that’s two hours you’ve stolen from 
Sovernment. 
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‘Four Wandering around all the tune pretending to be look- 
ing for tools 

‘Five Unnecessary talkmg together about work procedures 
Too much talk and not enough action You should come 
straight to the warder if you want to know what procedures to 
use 

‘Six Keeping your work to the Tnimni iun by doing the same 
thing over and over again, under the pretext that you want to do 
It perfectly 

'Seven Settmg norms below your capacity, decidmg m the 
morning how little you’ll do so that you can take it easy all day 
long 

‘Eight Talking with other teams under the pretext of ex- 
changing labour expenences 

Nme Patting yourselves on the back at the end of the day 
when really you have done very little 

Ten Taking a long time to walk out to work and then leav- 
ing your work early under the pretext that it takes a long tune 
to get back’ 


^ Later in the evenmg we learned that the long-rumoured boost 
in ratons would not come with the harvests after all lust before 
the film (it was ‘The Five Golden Flowers’ that day. a Maoist 
fairy tale) Lm climbed up to the stage to give us the news 
There has been some discontent r unnin g through the bng- 
a cs, he observed ‘Some people have dared to say that the 
eop e s Government hasn’t kept its word because you haven’t 
gotten a big boost in your rations. WeU, you are already eating 
a couple of ounces more now than m the winter, so you have 
no comp amts We cannot allow a few professional provoca- 
teurs to incite you to laziness m these important times, so just to 
in 'e at point clear we are gomg to give two of the worst 
offenders what they deserve.* 


two 


- — — ••• auu uicy uiaUKCu ivfw 

prisoners off for a week of solitary apiece It looked like we 
would stay hungry for a long time 

One of the ways to forget onr food troubles was by 
smoking Real tobacco was just about nonexistent by then, and 
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se replaced it wuh all .sorti of baroque jmitations, mostly con- 
cocted from dried leaves. The men with real tobacco in their 
pouches were the closest thing in Chmg Ho to milhonaiics. 
rienly of prisoners, for instance, would happily trade half their 
lunch for enough tobacco to roll one smoke Smoking, or just 
the thought of It, used to cause weird frenzies of voluptuousness 
It finally got to me, too, the day I heard that Gu Wen-xuan, a 
smart-aleck in one of the other teams, had received a parcel with 
sixty leaves of iugh-quahly tobacco Those sixty leaves became 
an obsessive image inside my head The more I tried to repress 
my craving, the worse it became I finally had to go and at least 
osk him his terms. 

‘Well, let's make a fair exchange,’ he said with cordial equa- 
nimity. ‘We both have things the other wants So how about 
your Rogel’s Tliemi/n/t ’ 

The bastard - of course that’s what he would go after. Gu 
spoke some English and this would obviously be a treasure for 
him. He was a hard bargainer. I tried other propositions but he 
Was adamant It was the Thcsmimt or nothing 
Fuck you,’ I told him in English He didn’t need a Thesaurus 
to understand that 

‘That's all right,’ he said blandly. 'Any Ume you want, the 

oner still stands’ 

For the next days, whenever I saw someone smoking, my 
mouth watered It was torture, like there was something tickling 
lungs A week later I went to see him again 
f don't have much left,’ Gu warned me ‘Look at this blanket 
got It for only four leaves ’ 

k felt terrible Iwgnted to punch him in the nose for his profit- 
ooring, but at the same tune I felt like begging him for a smoke. 

‘Tell you what,’ he said ‘I’ll make it fifteen leaves You can 
0 oose the ones you want yourself — big or small, as you hke ’ 
caved in. I handed over the Thesaurus I kicked myself 
orward, but those smokes tasted wonderful. 

A few weeks later my wife came down for a visit with little 
It was the first time I had seen them in about a year and 
* half, and by then we had become virtual strangers. 1 wasn’t 
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even certain that Yung recognized me, he answered my ques- 
tions with aU the shy diffidence usuaUy reserved for school- 
masters Cowed by the guard, Yang and I exchanged platitudB 
about how well the government was taking care of us They ma 
brought some cakes, and we ate them together in silence TO 
poor kid, I couldn’t help noUcmg, was almost as hungry as 1 1 
asked him what he had had for lunch that day Stveet potatoes 
and cabbage and nce, he said, m the free workers’ canteen 
before the visit The government had been excessively kind, my 
wife added No one had asked them for food coupons or money. 

God knows she was short on money Despite the governmen- 
tal rhetoric about famihes of prisoners being provided for, she 
and the boys were only one step up from hunger and destitution 
She had never been able to land a job because she was ‘not qua- 
lified’ She was then earning fifteen yuan (S6) a month by doing 
housework and watchmg over sick people m the neighbourhood 
They missed the last train for Peking that night and Warder 
Yang had them put up in a visitors’ dormitory The next morn- 
ing I was permitted to accompany them to the mam gate and say 
good-bye During the lunch break I went to Warder Yangs 
office and thanked him for tiie unusual consideration he had 
shoira me and my family 

‘Your behaviour has not always been perfect,’ he said, 'but we 
don’t feel that that should deprive you of the pleasure of seeing 
your loved ones Sometimes visits like that can inspire prisoners 
to greater efforts So if you are really grateful to the govern- 
ment, don’t just say it, do something about it Show your thanks 
by deeds ’ 

I worked as bard as my strength permitted me, especially one 
day in mid-November when Warder Chao set us all loose in the 
late afternoon to forage freely for unpicked carrots and sugar 
beets in a field that was to be ploughed over We made a beeline 
out there and happily grubbed through the cold, moist earth like 
dogs digging for bones 

‘Hell, we're better off than Mao,’ Sun wisecracked ‘Our 
food’s fresher than what he gets ’ 

I was too busy crunching through a duty beet to anstver. Wc 
came back with bid^g forage sacks that night 
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1 had two ideological problems around the end of that month. 
One concerned the Soviet Union and the other pissing Surpris- 
ingly enough, it was the second that got me into the deepest 
trouble. It happened on a cold, blowy night at study tune, when 
I left the cell to go out and take a leak. When the cold north- 
western wind caught me, I felt less inebned to do the 200 yards 
over to the latrine, I walked over to a storage building and 
pissed against the wall. After all, I reasoned, no one would see 
me in the dark. 

I was svrong I had barely finished when I received a very 
sharp and ssvift kick in the ass. When I turned I could make out 
only a silhouette, but the voice belonged to a warder. 

‘Don’t you know the sanitation rules?’ he demanded. “Who 
are you?’ 

I gave my name, and what happened next was a lesson I’d 
never forget. 

‘Oh, It’s Bao Ruo-wang then, is it? You have no excuse for 
this, Bao. Your legs are perfectly good ’ 

He was quite right, of course, but the mood of despair that I 
was in made me throw caution to the winds I became very 
arrogant 

‘I admit that I am wrong. Warder, but what I am doing is only 
a violation of prison regulations, whereas you have broken the 
law Government members are not supposed to lay hands on 
prisoners. Physical violence is forbidden.’ 

There was a pause while Silhouette considered, and I expec- 
ted the worst “What you say is right, Bao,’ he said with mea- 
sured calm ‘If I admit that I have made a mistake - and I will 
bring Up this subject at our J[the warders’] next self-cnticism 
session — would you be ready to go back and write me a 
thorough confession?’ 

I was surprised by his reaction I was touched, too . for here 
was a warder admitting his mistake before a prisoner An un- 
heard-of thing I What else could I do but blurt out: *Yes, 
Warder, I certainly will ’ 

I didn’t want to push my luck any further. I had gained a 
quibbhng point, and I decided that my own confession would 
have to be an impeccable one Square-Jaw Dai’s lessons were 
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just as valid here as in Prison Number One When I burst back 
into the cell, I announced in a loud voice ‘I have just commit- 
ted a grave mistake 1 pissed against the wall’ 

They regarded me with bemusement 'Who in hell cares 
where you pissed?’ one of them said. ‘You’re interrupting the 
studies’ 

WTien I told them how the warder caught me and the httle 
'conversation' we had, they understood The cell leader could 
not help saying to what lengths the government was prepared 
to go in order to reform us I sat in my place and began prepar- 
ing my confession At the Weekly Examination of Conscience a 
few days later I read it out aloud for the entire cell to hear 

‘What I did may appear on the surface to be not too serious,’ 
I added after I had finished rea.ding, ‘but on further examination 
it demonstrates a disregard for the teachmgs of the government 
and a resistance to reform By pissing I was displaying my 
anger in an underhanded manner It was a cowardly act It was 
like spiffing in the face of the government when I thought no 
one was looking I can only ask that the government pimish me 
as severely as possible * 

The confession went up to Warder Yang and I waited I was 
bracing myself for another bout of sohtary. Two mghts later 
Yang came to the cell with his verdict 

‘A few days ago,' he said, ‘one of you thought he was above 
the law and committed a big mistake You all know who he is 
and what he did I have read Bao’s confession and I find it just 
barely acceptable We’ll let him go this time, but don’t think this 
means you can always weasel out of trouble by just writing an 
apology.' 

I heaved an inward sigh and made a silent vote of thanks to 
Square-Jaw Dai. 

If my second ideological problem had a less immediate effect 
on my dossier, it was far more fnghlemng, not only for me but 
for my fellow prisoners and for the Chinese population m gen- 
era] It concerned Smo-Sowet relations. Things had been deteri- 
orating for quite a while, but the moment finally arrived when 
the public masses had to be told what the party already knew, 
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that the great sociahst afly to the north, the one everyone had 
known untfl then as ‘Elder Brother*, was in reality an evil fraud. 
All of China - we, the scum of society mcluded - had to re^ 
adjust its thinking: It was tune for white to become black. 

Our ideological retoohng in Ching Ho began with the three 
newspapers regularly circulated for our studies, the People’s 
Daily, the Peking Daly and the Kwang Ming Dady, Khrush- 
chev, we read, had attacked Stahn at the Twenty-second Party 
Congress even more virulently than before, and had even ord- 
ered his body removed from the Lenin crypt, Chou En-lai had 
returned precipitously without waitmg for the congress to end. 
The Russian press obhquely attacked China through Albania, 
calling It dishonest and ungrateful for the past Soviet aid against 
fecism. The People’s Daily responded with a similarly indirect 
formulation, accusing the Soviet Union of lettmg Albania down 
by withdrawmg technical help. In short, the world was falling 
apart. 

What was most terrible for us was the fear of guessing wrong. 
We had learned our ideological recitations by heart long ago 
and felt comfortably able to respond to any new situation with 
the proper senes of catechisnuc catchphrases. But now we were 
suddenly, cruelly, thrust into dangerously uncharted waters We 
treaded with desperate care, afraid that one dip of the tongue 
could mean ano&er five or ten years ‘It is better to say little’, 
says a Chmese proverb, and we stuck to it like hmpets Warder 
Yang constantly encouraged us to speak our minds but he had 
little luck at the start. I vividly recalled njy stretch of sohtary 
after having opened my mouth about Tibet and all the others 
had had similar experiences. We edged into the new ideological 
positions with all the maidenly attention of bishops in an opium 
den More than two weeks passed before anyone could bring 
hnnself actually to cast concrete accusations against the Soviets 
It was a painful time. 

Since then I often wondered whether the ideological flip-flop 
had something to do with the strike, and now I beheve it must 
have Our hving conditions had not improved one bit, our 
rations contmued to hover just above subsistence, and the 
ersatz was still an integral part of our diet. When winter re- 
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turned to torment us and at the same time the government sud- 
denly directed us to make a mental ninety-degree turn, it vvas 
simply too much for some of the men, On the morning of 
$ December, I was astounded to see a strike form before my 
very eyes It was the only strike m the forced-labour camps I had 
ever encountered, or even heard of 

The work lineup that mormng didn’t seem any different from 
others, except that this time when the warder asked about sick 
call, fifteen men stepped forward. What was unusual was that 
they were some of the best men of the brigade, many of them 
cell leaders or activists of Reform Through Labour. And Long- 
man Koo was among them 1 1 don't know if they expected the 
rest of us to follow them, but we were too astonished to do any- 
thing but stand there and watch. 

‘You have five minutes to get exammed by the doctor,’ the 
warder said roughly. 

"We won’t go to work,’ one of them replied ’We’re not sick ' 

Amazing Obviously, this was an unprecedented problem, one 
that had to be handled with special care The warder put me in 
charge of our team and marched us off to the fields In the 
evening when we came back, Longman’s place was empty, so I 
also became pro tern cell leader The strikers had been grouped 
together in one cell, we learned, but the guards wouldn’t allow 
any of us near them Several more days passed before it was de- 
cided to put them in a special pumUve cell with rations of com 
mush and water Warder Chao promised that all resisters would 
be compelled to work for sociahsm I saw Longman once after 
that, and then for only a few minutes, m the presence of guards. 
I never learned how and when he had decided to take such dras- 
tic acbon He had gone through all the worst times without a 
hint of weakness, but then just threw up his hands and stopped 
trying 

I dida t know it, but I would be leaving Longman, Sun and 
tbe others behind in a few weeks The last extraordinary ex- 
^rience I had at Ching Ho was the Christmas mass of Father 
Hsia Our twms had spent most of the month of December in 
miscellaneous agncultural housekeeping, such as marking boun- 
anes for rice paddies, cleaning out irrigation ditches and cot- 
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ting brush. The morning was bright and clear that Christmas 
day, but the temperature was close to zero, and a force live 
wind was roaring down from the northwest. The eighteen men 
under me were laying out paddy markers on Field Strip 23, a 
plot of clean ploughed earth about two miles long and 120 yards 
wide, m which we were to mark out sizty paddies, set down the 
slakes and then turn it over to other teams who would set up the 
system of irrigation ditches. I divided the section into five teams 
of three each and sent the remaining three to gather scrap wood 
for a bonfire. 

It was around 9.30 when I noticed a soh'tary figure approach- 
ing me across the sU'ip Even quite far away, I could tell from 
his gait that it was Hsia, The earflaps of his ragged old cotton 
hat danced in the wind as he humed over to me, and his faded 
khaki army overcoat and black padded pants were splattered 
With mud With the exaggerated pohteness characteristic of him, 
Hsia asked me if he could have a break for a few minutes. I had 
nothing against that, but he knew we had a deadline for the 
paddy job - couldn’t he wait until lunch? Embarrassed and 
pained, he looked down at his boots, toying absently with the 
red-and-white markers he still held m his mittens. 

‘Don’t you remember what day it is today, John?’ he asked 
meinEnghsh. 

Of course. I had been thickheaded, 

‘Go on, old man,’ I said, ‘but be careful.’ 

He smiled gratefully and scurried away across the road and 
down the embankment to a dry gully where a bonfire was burn- 
ing, and where he was shielded from the wmd and the view of 
the warders. A quarter of an hour later, I saw a bicycle agamst 
the sky in the distance - a warder was on his way. I hustled over 
to the gully to warn Hsia 

As I looked down the embankment I saw that he was just 
finishmg up the mass, in front of a mound of frozen earth which 
he had chosen as an altar He was making the traditional ges- 
tures of priests all over the world. But his vestments here were 
ragged work clothes; the chahee, a chipped enamel mug; the 
wrae, some improvised grapejuice.^and the hos^ a bit of wo’tou 
he had saved from breakfast 1 watched him for a moment and 
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knew quite well It was the truest mass I would ever see, I loped 
down the embankment, and when the warder passed on Ins bike 
he saw only two prisoners warming their hands * 

TWo days later I was transferred - Warder Yang pulled me 
out of the mormng formation and ordered me back to the cell. 
The mam thmg that concerned me was the possibihty of being 
sent back to 585 I had feinted m the fields a week or so before 
Christmas and had been hauled back to the cell m one of the 
bicycle carts 1 poked gloomdy at the fire m the stove and 
waited. Very shortly I was joined by five or six Koreans from 
another brigade They were just as much m the dark about our 
special treatment as I was. At imd-mommg Warder Yang told 
us what was happenmg 

The government has decided to send you back to Peking,’ he 
announced ‘Don’t forget that wherever you are sent, you are 
still undergoing Reform Through Labour. Contmue to work 
hard and obey the government ’ 

When I asked him if I could say good-bye to Koo, I was pleas- 
antly surprised when he nodded his head He walked with me 
to the punishment cell and ordered the guard to let me m Long- 
man looked drawn and tired and depressed We had been 
through a lot together smce Pnson Number One I felt like hell 
tobeleavmghim 

‘I'm glad you’re leavmg,’ he said as we shook hands Til say 
good-bye to Sun for you ’ 

Okay, Koo,' I said, and I found that I was m tears 
0 displays of emotion*’ the guard ordered severely, 
an a ba [Stow it],’ I said, and brushed past him out into 

thecourtyard Warder Yang didn’t say a word. 



Chapter Fourteen 


At three in the afternoon a truck came to pick us up Besides 
myself all the others were Koreans, and it wasn’t untd then that 
I realized that our transfer from Ching Ho involved foreigners 
exclusively As we bumped along past the frozen fields a muted 
sensation of dread came upon me when I saw we were takmg 
the road to Camp 585, and it turned to active horror when we 
turned into that f amili ar gate. I couldn’t beheve it - had Warder 
Yang only been settmg a trap for me? False alarm The stop 
was only to pick up a few more passengers The truck turned 
back toward the Clmdian railroad station. 

The sun had set by the tune we arrived, around 7 p m., and 
the platforms and the htfle barracks-style waitmg room were 
teeimng with the dark, muffled figures of hundreds of prisoners. 
Most of them, I learned, were Lao Jiao people from Man- 
churia - something like 700 m all Presently a warder called us 
out to the platform and shouted out that we would have to wait 
several more hours for our tram. He confirmed that our desti- 
nation was mdeed Peking 

'Hao ji laP someone cned out from the middle of the group 
- ‘hooray’. But the warder was not amused 

"You will not comment on the government’s decisions,’ he 
said angnly ‘Show gratitude ’ 

We hned up for an evening meal of tea and three wo tous 
apiece As I was edging my way back from the hne underneath 
one of the floodhghts I found myself face-to-face with Old Man 
Wong Ai-Kuo, the one who had worn the elegant pyjamas in 
Grass Mist Lane His hau was thinner and whiter now and he 
had become so emaciated that his skm was waxen and strangely 
transparent, as if 1 could see through it to his skull. He looked 
like an Incongruously gracious beggar, m the same old Westem- 
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style overcoat I had seen in the Interrogation Centre, red wool- 
len sweater, baggy grey pants much too big for him and, in- 
exphcably, bedroom shppers. His rheumy old eyes looked me 
over inquisitively. 

‘I’ve seen you somewhere, haven’t 17' he asked. 

‘You’re damn right,’ I answered in Enghsh, Tm Bao Ruo- 
wang, from the Interrogation Centre ’ 

‘Ah, yes,’ he said, ‘ah yes You look temble ’ 

■You should have seen melast year.’ 

I pohtely avoided commentng on his appearance, but I ima- 
gine he had few illusions on that score. We exchanged news for 
a few mmutes before retummg to our respective umts I took 
my place on the platform vnth the Koreans. 

Their leader was quite a character, a celebnty in his own 
right, a good-lookmg, hthe young man named Rhee The first 
part of his name, Yung lun, most appropnately, meant Ever- 
Handsome’ I was to live quite a few adventures with my friend 
Ever-Haudsome He was one of the cleverest pnsoners J had 
ever met, and certainly the most darmg. For some reason, per- 
haps only because he was Korean and not Chmese, the ideo- 
logical indoctnnation never quite took hold on him He had 
achieved a high penonal notonety as one of the rare pnsoners 
to stage a successful escape from toe camps. I had heard a good 
deal of talk about hun m Chmg Ho He filled me m on the test 
of the details himself 

Rhee had chosen the adventurous life early, when he crossed 
over from North Korea to China m 1954 Life in toe North was 
gnm, he said, but even more so it was repressive and boring He 
struck out for his own brand of freedom by becoming a ‘big 
wheel’, a man who hved by steahng from trains and ridmg 
around China with false papers Neither theft nor forgery posed 
a problem for him Rhee managed to baffle toe pohce for two 
yean, but svas finally caught and arrested in 1956 
He first started serving time in Hsing Kai-Hu, but was sent 
back to Ching Ho m the summer of 1960 after fallmg seriously 
ill Ourmg the long period of convalescence that followed, he 
became a sort of unofficial orderly for toe bedridden prisoners 
and some of the warders. He made hinujetf useful by runmng 
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nuscellaneoiis errands, shopping at the cooperative whenever 
anyone had a bit of money, taking messages and the like. The 
guards became accustomed to his passe-partout functions and 
allowed him free movement throu^out the camp. Bit by bit 
over the months he socked away small change. 

His big chance came in August 1960, when a batch of fresh 
fruit was put up for sale in the cooperative. Rhee took every- 
one’s orders and money to pay for their purchases. In all, it 
came to around forty Chinese yuans (about sixteen dollars) He 


talents, he was a very able tailor) and set off on foot for the 
co-op. But kept on going, straight to the Chadian railroad 
station, nght to where we were sittmg now as he told me about 
It Everyone along his route assumed he was a visitor, because 
he looked too well dressed to be a prisoner. Completely fami- 
har with both railroads and pohce psychology, he bought a 
tcket south, the opposite direction the cops would expect &om 
a Korean. He lost himself in Shanghai, where his affable man- 
ner and good looks qmckly found hun a woman to take care of 
hun. After a couple of months he borrowed fifty dollars from 
her and moved on to Tsingtao, where he repeated the same 
routine He was discovered when his papers were checked the 
first tune he tried to get a hotel room with his new lady friend. 
Rhee came back to Cbing Ho m chains and the entire popula- 
tion of Branch Farm Number Three was called to a special 
assembly to witness his humihation. To make hun a good ex- 
snple for the rest of us, they gave him a full month of sohtary. 
It was already November ton and to fact that he survived 
fiiat temble month made even the guards admire him. Rhee 

was tough 

Our transfer train finally pulled in under to moonhght at 
half an hour before midmght Our team was assigned to to 
coach nearest the locomotive and I sat with Rhee and six other 
Koreans up front The guard told us we could talk if we wished, 
but only in whispers, so the others could sleep We could go to 
the latrine, but had to request permission each tune. 

1 knew of only one other escapee durmg all my years in to 
camps, a Chmese who was caught a couple of days after he left 
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Chmg Ho. Less enterpnsing than Rhee, he bad quickly fallen 
afoul of the numerous checks and constraints that govern nor- 
mal crwhan life. Every citizen must cany identification papas, 
to eat he needs coupons, to travel or lodge himself he weds 
authorization. It is not altogether impossible to escape from 
riiinwfi jails, but - to what? Every one of us had heard dozens 
of stones about famihes bringing escapees back to their prisons 
by mam force We 6dn*t have any illusions about flymg tt® 
coop 

1 dozed and nodded through the next several hours untd our 
first stop at around 5 am , but even m my stupor of half-sleep, 

I couldn’t help noticmg that my Korean mates went to the 
latnne over and over again. I assumed they had been dnnkuig 
too much water. 

Our first halt was at a town called Fengtai, not far from 
Pekmg, where we came upon a horribly tantalizing sign of civi- 
lizabon - a food kiosk, where they were selling roast chicken. 
We peered dolefully through the locked windows and day- 
dreamed The tram bumped off agam, and it was at 7 30, under 
a bright sun, that we puUed into Peking’s Yong Ding Men sta- 
tion We piled out to an eenly empty platform, from which 
stray avihans had long smce been cleared A line of guards met 
us, absolutely ngid and mipassive m their padded ohve-green 
overcoats, each one clutching a submachme gun and stanng out 
at us from behind gauze surgical masks Orientals favour these 
white masks as a means of preventmg the spread of colds, but 
seeing them on every one of those guards was a chilhng experi- 
ence. They were like faceless automatons, except for'the white 
steam of their breath. 

From behind the masks muffled voices ordered us to form up 
jn groups and make ready to move off We climbed mto beauti- 
ful, red Czech buses and drove through Pehng’s busy streets in 
comfort A bnef surge of hope dwmdled and then went out en- 
tirely when we passed through the area of Prison Number One, 
but went on beyond it We watched the shops opening and the 
housewives firing up little coal-ball stoves on their front steps, 
waiting for the coal-balls to burn off their smoke before bnnging 
the stoves back mside to cook their meals. There were vendors 
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selling fruits and vegetables and steamed bread. Eveiywhere 
people pedalled bicycles, serious and intent on thejr destina- 
tions. As we passed out of town the nee fields appeared again 
and then an industrial village where furnaces were meltmg iron 
ore - real, proper furnaces this time, not the whnnsical toys that 
enthusiastic peasants had created during the Great Leap For- 
ward - and finally at around nine we armed at a red brick 
complex of buildings surrounded by a wall, topped by the 
mevitable watchtowers and electrified wire We rolled through 
the main gate, but there was no banner or sign to identify the 
place Before us were two four-storey buildings and another of 
the same height but immensely greater proportions, clearly a 
factory. We sat down on the cold ground and awaited orders. 

There was no prepared speech for us this time, only a rather 
officious young warder to lead us Inside one of the buildings, up 
to the fourth floor and into a long grey corridor, where the Ko- 
reans and I were assigned to the first room on the left as we 
entered from the staircase It was distressingly barren. The con- 
crete floor was naked, the walls were unpainted and not even 
half the wmdows had panes m them. One hght bulb hung from 
a wire m the high ceding The only source of heat was a stove 
out m the hall. The warder didn’t bother to explain, but he was 
just temporarily moving us in to camp in this unfinished budd- 
ing. To make the place suitable for sleeping, he told ns, we 
coidd find straw and bricks downstairs We pded straw on the 
floor and held it into place with a double row of bricks, like in 
the Ching Ho infirmary We plugged the open wmdows as best 
We could with paper and sat m the straw together, backs to the 
wall, cold and bored, awaiting further orders, or at least the 
nextmeal Very soon there was bad news The warder had been 
informed too late of our arrival and he had no food vouchers 
for ns. We would have to wait until evemng to eat We were cold 
and bred and hungry and uncomfortable, the transfer was be- 
Pumng to look like a bad deal. I stared into space and tried to 
make my mind a blank. 

Tou hungry?’ 

Rhee’s voice came crashing mto my reverie. 

T don’t appreciate the joke, Rhee,’ I answered testily. He 
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reached inside his shfrt and handed me two small round loaves 
of bread. This Korean was amazingt 
•What about the others?’ I wondered, but even as I said it I 
could see that they were chewing. The bread was made of wheat 
flour and it was (Mdous: feast day materiaL 
Have a smoke,’ Rhee said aftar I had finished, and this tune 
I didn’t say anything. He reached into his pants and pulled forth 
a leaf of real tobacco It was like watchmg a magician at woric. 
•Don’t worry,’ he said casually ‘There’s plenty more.’ 

‘Rhee, I don’t mean to pry,’ I said, ‘but how in hell . . .?’ 

I caught myself A basic camp rule is not to question good 
fortune, but it didn’t bother bun m the least On the contrary, 
he rather enjoyed my bafflement 
‘Remember when we went to tiie latrine all the time on the 
train? Yon didn't really think we had to piss that much, did 
yon. Bao? Well, the fact is that one of the guys found a bag of 
bread and a pile of tobacco leaves in a cupboard in the back of 
the car near the latrine. Must have been the warders’ rations, I 
guess ’ A look of solicitous concern flashed over his mtelhgent 
features. ‘Well . . we stuck it all down our pants. There were so 
many of us on the tram they’ll never know who took the stuffl* 
We had a mee httle snooze after the snack and cigarettes, 
but it was broken up by the same young warder, who told us we 
should be studying instead of sleepmg He took down our names 
and appointed one of the Koreans cell leader There would be 
no more sleeping until bedtime, he added. When we could hear 
the warder’s footsteps gomg down the stairs, we scrambled out 
into the hallway and crowded around the stove. One of the 
Koreans couldn’t resist the gourmet’s temptation to toast a httle 
hunk of bread on the stove When the dehcious smell went waf t< 
mg through the building, the warder came galloping back. 
•Where’d you get that?’ he demanded angrily 
‘At Camp 585,’ the Korean answered, not a bit discomfited 
These people were as clever as they were cheeky. ‘I saved it 
from my rations ’ 

‘What's your name?’ 

‘Kim,’ he said with the same regal calm Tm toasting it be< 
cause the doctor said it was better for my digestion ’ 
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The warder glowered, but had no real response. He said he 
would check that story out. Kim nodded and ate his bread 

At 5.30 p m. we received our official ration of bright-yellow 
wo'tous and lukewarm cabbage soup. We wanned it on the 
stove. 

The next morning a fat little man named Chia, the prison 
director, gave us some details about our new home. It was 
called Liangxiang Prison, he said, and to the outside world it 
was known as the New Capitol Electrical Machinery Factory. 
The complex had been built originally to produce elevators, but 
the production was switched first to steel tubing and now to 
aluminium goods. We were never to mention either of the two 
names in letters to our family, but tell them simply to wnte to 
P 0. Box 265. After a final send-off about labour enthusiasm 
he dismissed us for lunch. We heated our soup on the stove 
again When the young warder came by, he accused us of 
hedonism. 

For several days the prison seemed to be at a loss over what 
to do with us. There were no work assignments for us at all We 
passed the ome lounging and talking with veterans about ^hat 
sort of a life we could expect. For one thmg, any illusions we 
harboured about food were rapidly dispelled - the famine made 
conditions no easier here on the outskuts of Peking than in 
Clung Ho, Rations would be roughly the same They told us 
Ihat the only place where prisoners still got decent food was in 
good old Prison Number One It wasn’t the model prison for 
nothing, 

Lingxiang, whose name meant ‘Virtuous Village’, was quite 
new, the factory having been thrown up by the Construction 
Battahon only about a year before and the barracks even more 
recently, Our buildmg wasn’t yet completed The compound 
Was located about twenty nules southwest from Peking, on the 
Peking-Hankow railroad hne The aluminium goods that Direc- 
Inr Chia had mentioned were mostly cheap cast pots and pans. 
The irony of that was evident* The reason we had to turn out 
pots and pans was that imlhons upon milhons of 'Chinese 
families had tossed theirs down the steel hoppers during the 
Great Leap Forward. The two main hving quarters were simply 
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called the West and East buildings; flie West beang for free 
workers and the East for Lao Jiao people plus a couple of him' 
dred sick prisoners from all over Fdong and, for some reason, 
us foreign jailbirds. 

Naturally, there was a set of sohtary cells - just In case - and 
the story I heard about them warmed my heart Either through 
misplaced zeal or a perverse wish to please prison disciplinar< 
ians, the men of the Construchon Battalion had at first built a 
particularly inhuman sohtary block. No more than four feet 
high at the ceiling, three feet wide and long enou^ only for a 
man to sit with his legs folded, the cells were more like dog 
kennels than human housing When Director Chia saw them, 
he immediately ordered the Construction Battahon’s chief 
architect and five of his foremen to spend five days inside their 
creations, After they were released they rebuilt pleasant new 
cells that differed from the standard cells only in that they had 
no wmdows They were the nicest sohtary imita I had ever 

seen. 1 was happy not to tiy them, tbou^. 

The walls around us m liangxiang were about thirty feet 
high and SOO yards long at each side of the square, with a 
guard tower at each of the four comers There was a big, 
doubie-doored mam gate, and only one other breach in the wall, 
a little wooden door at the back, which the prisoners called Tai 
^g Men, the gate of peace The only prisoners who passed 
through that door were m coflhis. Completing the buildings 
were a makeshift hospital, mostly filled with hopeless overflow 
cases from 585, a central kitchen, a delousing station and van-t 
ons storage sheds and agricultural outbuildings for servicing the 
arge vegetable garden we prisoners were responsible for 
tending 

The free workers we began running across were a sorry lot. 
;reey looked as if they belonged m prison They were lazy, un- 
skilied and dirty. Evidently they had concluded thatnothmgwas 
worth the effort anymore, and m a way they were nght. They 
were con^tly hungry, under the order of guard and warder, 
and locked up at mght just like the rest of us. The only difference 
between our condition and theus was the home visit privilege. 
Nothmg else counted, True, they now received salaries, but they 
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had to spend them on food and clothing, which were no lon^r 
gifts of file government Hiese ftee workers just didn t give 

*Mnd the West Buflding were the guards’ ^ 

teen, their basketball court and the big vegetable ^ 

the greenhouse in front of it Ihe biggest b . 

factory, was a cavernous, hangarhke structure as 

side as our hving quarters but with no 

immense shell covering about an awe o gro Whaien 

the equipment for turning out our gjj 

gear. Ten yards from the waii and ^ 

around the compound was a broad strip o ^ 

wash - the forWdden line. Anyone venturing 


iirectioii of the wall was to be snot wimout ^ .11^ uy 

At night the comdors of our buildmg were pattoM by 

honour squads taken from the ranks of Besides 

iusury - we were rdlowed to sleep with off. Besri« 

myself, our cell contained seven Koreans and two p 
Chiao Zu. It was called, the Foreigners Tei^. J 

enough at the start since we had A shifts we ate 

back was that until we were assigned regul^ work shifts, 

theiow-categoryrations-33cattiesamonm. , 
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aanoldmihtarytumc,peaKeu«i/«-— -- 

0 our ceil. He introduced himself as Li . pnend>. 

'tison doctors. In Chmese his name mean „ .g.,, medical 

le went through the men one by one, “ "““I 
ustones When he came to me, be asked if 

TmaFrenchmam’Isaidperhapsabit^ndJy. 

■You don’t lookiChe threw back. ’And I’ve be n W 

You look like a beggar. Have yon seen you 

_ I thought he was insultmg me For * J te un- 

ideological and behavioural conformity, 
wnscionably rude. ^ .j„ the past 

‘I amhere to be reformed.’ I reminded h'® 

1 have been told that the government doesn t h 
liberties with prisoners,’ 
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Heavenly Fnend wasn’t m the least put out 

Tm not a member of the government,’ he said. Tm a free 
worker. I was just being fanny, man. Take it as a joke' And you 
needn’t call me doctor. Tm in here for studies, just the same as 
you.’ 

Heavenly Fnend turned out to be a good man, once I had 
grown used to his style. His road to prison had been much like 
Sun’s A functionary in the Mimstiy of Health, he had accom- 
panied several Ciunese delegations abroad, but it all ended dur- 
ing a conference m Karlovy Vary, where he let himself be 
tempted by a female comrade from the Czech side When he 
returned to Peking, he was accused of ilhcit sexual relations. 
Somewhat naively, Heavenly Fnend had assumed that makmg 
love with a sister party member was ideologically satisfactory, 
but for his supenors the only consideration that counted was 
that she could have been a secret agent He got three years and 
had already worked th^ off and had become a free worker by 
the time our paths crossed 

Heavenly Friend finished his mcamination and accorded a 
few days’ extra rest to me and another Korean who had senous 
TB After my rest period was up, I made a small effort at gold- 
briclung - it was cold as hell outside, and I was a lot more com- 
fortable in the cell - by telling the cell leader I still didn’t feelJ 
up to par. But he ordered me out to jom the crews anyway. I 
had no choice but to obey, and the next morning I grumpily 
marched downstairs and across the compound with the others, 
following them to a toolshed where we picked up stout poles, 
lengths of string and a bunch of dusty burlap bags Bringing up 
the rear, I ducked after them into a low-roofed shed. 

'Come on down here,’ the cell leader said, and jumped mto a 
pit dug mto the earthem floor I followed gingerly and found 
myself standing on a huge pile of sweet potatoes So that was 
our job — toting them to the kitchen Meanwhile, they were all 
there for free, as many as we could eat. I apologized for my 
earlier recalcitrance 

‘Don’t overdo it,’ one of the Koreans warned ‘Eat them slow 
or you’ll have trouble digestmg.’ 

We sat in the cold and huimd darkness of the shed for half an 
272 



pw/.ooDtog tmy like rats, before we got our delivery 

'fe'lbe fiat few wetfa I ‘ iS 

; Jilge,pa1esldilt.cd prisoners who were (he 

:-lWLiiiPtioccBartcfc.Thcywcrcdcsccndrf^ 

tetan sealers, and now had no place to 80 home even a 
ith'^ were released. They looked stnkingly ou P 

.^to'lheyard surrounded by Asto.^ec.ally^ 

‘2utolin,-who bad a great, Rasputirr-style bear 
peasant blouse gathered at the waist Both of , ’ 

were doing lime in Lao Jiao tor treat 

Quiese New Year fell on 5 February, and “ ® f 
ITC wm allowed to buy five packs of cigmeltes ’ 

cents apiece. 1 remember them well beca 

Inyolvcil, a low-quality brand railed 
.very same ci^tte had existed in . ^-linurnor- 

they were known as ‘Red Man* and identified by the “i®” P 
Z k a^Ameriran Indian chief. With the ^ 
Cbmnmnists. though, the pack caused -d®® 

‘Sachdgarettes should not be sold any longer, gj by 

elod^ because they were an insult to a P bow- 
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Mon.' Hong Shih, meaning Red Man, k®®®® ^ g^^gr 

'..Courageous Man, and everything was m good 1 ^g gf the 

a&i..-The.lndian chief was replaced with a bare 

legendary Chinese hero Wu Sung, kdh’ng a hg 
When the Hundred Howers roUed ar®®" 
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Quahty of the tobacco had beconie execrabi 

few any p^els, though. . ,.,..,_,g tutRhee 

.■Our'New Year meal was meagre agam ^ 

P^^bly found a way to get Itself a M 
advaiitage of our jailers’ anomalous respec . j-gj ^gge 
^doubly aldous to that rehgious practices m themselves w 

^ V‘. <• ■«. ' 
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forbidden - Kbee declared hnnself a Moslem, which enbtled 
him to a pork-ftee diet on the big feast days, 

‘Hell, rm no Moslem,’ he cheerfully admitted to mej ‘but I 
don’t like pork so much, and you’re usually better off if you’re 

exceptional for thmgs like this.’ 

Sure enough, when supper came around that mght, his por- 
tion of beef was appreciably more copious than the pork and 
vermicelli the rest of us ate This time we had man’tous with the 
stew instead of wo’tous - shghtly bigger loaves, and made from 
finely ground, leavened wheat flour mstead of com ' 

After supper the Koreans gathered in the hallway and sang 
their country’s moody, waihng folk songs. As the strangely evo- 
cative voices rose around me I grew fretful and depressed, think- 
ing of my family Their New Year, I knew, would be even 
hungrier than ours this time, smce my wife had written me to 
tell how she had lost her ration book For a whole week, it 
turned out, she and the kids had to get by with what they could 
scrape up, around the house - precious httle - and ‘bean soup’, 
the green-grey sour residue that remains in the bottom of a pot 
when soybeans are prepared, so cheap it could be had m any 
food store for next to nothing I had already written to mvite 
Yang to the first visiting day after New Year, but had no idea if 
she could make it. The next day my spirits rose when 1 ran into 
Fourcampre m the yard He told me he bad seen them They 
would be conung for sure 

Fourcampre was a Franco-Chinese mSlis like me I had 
known him vaguely m my childhood, but it was in Liangxiang 
that he became my good friend He shared with me the httle he 
had - cigarettes and food he received from his family He had 
]ust recently turned free worker, and so had the occasional 
chance for a visit to town I began relying on him more and 
more to be my eyes and ears for the outside world He was al- 
ways wilhng to help That soon got us both into trouble 
On the mght of New Year’s Day my larcenous Korean mates 
decided to take umlateral action to augment our cell’s food 
supply. They had been makmg ready over several days of pre- 
paration and observation, and when their plan went into effect, 
we all took part After the warders had gone home to their 
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families and the prisoners’ honour patrol had passed our door, 
we scuttled treacherously down to the kitchen, set up lookouts 
and went to work. One of the Koreans rapidly assembled five 
lengths of bamboo pole, which the others had concealed under 
their clothes, one apiece, and fixed a stiff wire hook to the end, 
As usual, the kitchen window had been left slightly open to let 
out steam On a table before us was a big pile of freshly-made 
bean curd. We had buckets ready The new curd was so firm 
that when the hook bit m it held fast and lifted up from the table 
hke magic. For his second act the Korean hooked some cabbage 
leaves and a whole bundle of vermicelh We were all set to call 
it a day until one of our cell’s two Japanese, a fellow named 
Yoshida, put in a bid for the gourmet style What, after all, is 
nn Oriental meal without soy sauce? Yoshida had his drinking 
®ug with him, and he attached it to the wire. With impressive 
'^®hn and precision he reached his scooper info a big earthem 
pot of soy sauce on the same table He ladled three mugsful into 
our bucket. Back in our quarters we made a stew in a commu- 
nal basin and heated it on the stove out in the hall. It was 
* damn sight better than what we had eaten earlier m the 
evening. 

As Foufeampre had predicted, my wife showed up on visitors’ 
day, 11 February, We talked at a table by the whitewash wam- 
“e line next to the main wall, and by the time the visit was over 
I Was more depressed than ever It was obvious, even from the 
platitudes we exchanged in front of the guards, that she and the 
children were in a bad way Yung, the little one, was with her 
nnd he solemnly handed over a httle package of bisemts for 
nie. Selfishly I took it, without bothering to think that he prob- 
ably needed it as much as I When I was eatmg them that mght, 

I swore 1 would repay him 100 times over some day As they 
"'We leaving I asked the warder, a straight guy named Wang, if 
‘bey could have three dollars from the pocket money I had 
aa™cd, but my wife refused. She needed nothing, she said The 
Sovernment was taking good care of them In her first letter 
^ter her visit she told me that Wardw Wang had shpped her the 
^ce dollars from his own pocket. I immediately went to thank 
ban for the gesture. 
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‘There’s only one way to thank the government,’ he said 
stiffly ‘Workdihgently’ , 

I was wilhng, but not very able. The recurrent TB I was 
afflicted with had weakened me considerably, and the dizzy 
spells still hadn’t left me I decided to try the infirmary on the 
ground floor, since all Heavenly Fnend Li ever had for me was 
aspinn I was pleasantly surpnsed to see that the head doctor 
was a man I knew - Yen, the bearded Northeastemer who had 
been my second cell leader m the Transit Centre 

‘Well, so It’s Fa Kuo Bao [French Bao],’ he said affably ‘How 
did you get here?’ 

‘With the other foreigners,* I said, and told him about my 
symptoms They could hardly have amazed hun - m 1961 and 
1962 almost half the prisoners I knew had TB. Doc Yen found 
an important cavity m my nght lung, but adnutted there was 
little he could do about it except to assign me to thehght-labour 
brigade Two days later I left my Koreans and moved down- 
stairs with the sick men I and one old Mongolian who almost 
never opened his mouth were the only foreigners Heavenly 
Friend came by and told me I was lucky to be there He knew 
of plenty of prisoners sicker than I who were still working out 
their norms in the yard or the factory 

There were, in fact, far too many sick prisoners in those days 
for the government to cope with The last couple of years of 
famine conditions had taken a fngbtful toll not only in death 
but even more so m disease and debihtation Camp 585 was 
overflowing and so was every hospital and hght-labour ward in 
every prison and camp in the country. All these useless bodies 
were unproductive, the government, m its concern for the wel- 
fare of Its convicts, came up with an mgenious solution — Bao 
Wai Chiu Yi, the Medical Parole Programme. This allowed the 
sickest and most thoroughly disabled men to be sent back to 
their families, to die there or regain their health Everything 
considered, it was cheaper and much better public relations for 
the men to do their dying at home Bao Wai Chm Yi was an 
admirably cymcal gesture Being a foreigner, I was not eligible, 
but even beyond this the warders knew quite well that my wife 
could do nothmg for me. The first batch, 100 of them, left on 


276 



a Saturday afternoon in March We were called out to bid them 
farewell and hear a speech from one of th^ ideological warders 
on this enhghtened new pohigr 

We of the hght-labour brigade lived in tents down in the yard 
not far from the latnnes, and we passed our days in such chores 
as scraping bark from tree branches with pieces of broken glass, 
to be used by other prisoners for making wicker baskets There 
were twenty of us in our tent, and the leader, a middle-aged 
Manchurian named Kuan, had had his own httle bit of exposure 
to Western culture - he hummed a tune called ‘Moonhght on 
the Colorado’ all day long, until it nearly drove me mad Natur- 
ally, our decreased work loads were mirrored by lowered 
rations I was down to 28^ catties now, or 142^ wo’tous a month 
- above starvation level, but'not much The consolation was that 
as a foreigner I benefited from a new rule proclauned that very 
year that accorded me a double portion of vegetables The rea- 
son apparently was that since foreigners stood less of a chance 
of receiving food from their famihes, they should be compensa- 
tad I was still permanently hungry, though After a month m 
Ihe tent I asked to be put back on the regular work details, 

‘Your duty is to do as the government teUs you,’ Warder 
Wang said ‘The government will look after you Leave the ques- 
tion of your ratons up to the government. When the time comes 
for you to leave the hght-labour umt, you will go, no matter 
what your wishes ate ’ 

Of course 

I was shocked to find that we had an informer in our tent My 
Biernories of prisoner sohdanty m Chmg Ho had perhaps made 
•ne careless, there were still plenty of prisoners who beheved m 
toutual surveillance The incident with the informer occurred 
while I Was fimshmg up my lunch, and the gong rang to call us 
hack to work As was my habit, I was eating slowly to make it 
fest, and the gong caught me by surprise 

I wouldn’t hke to go to work before I finish eating,’ I grum- 
hled, and gobbled down what I had left The Chinese phrase was 
Mei yo ch’i hao ’ A day later a warder came to the cell and 
•hrectedme to make a public confession for having said the food 
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ws bi'-d - ‘Mei ch’i hro de’ in Chinese Taken oflF guard, scared 
and confused. I tried to defend myself, but didn’t make much of 
an impression Luckily for me, good old Kuan remembered the 
incident and spoke for me 

'Warder,’ he said, standing respectfully, ‘Bao has been mis- 
quoted I heard him the other day, and he only said he didn’t 
want to go to work without having flmshed ’ 

Another classmate backed him up and I was saved We never 
did find who the informer was, but the warder let him know 
then end there that he was not pleased 
‘It IS good to report to the government what goes on in the 
cell, but you have to be frank and honest If you take the gov- 
ernment for a fool and begin informing in order to settle grud- 
ges, you will have to suffer the consequences ’ 

Late in May the East Budding was finally completed and we 
moved into one of the new cells, the best I had ever known in 
Chinese jails They had the same form as the room where I had 
camped with the Koreans, but now that they were properly in- 
stalled, they were paragons of luxury - whitewashed walls, high 
ceilings, plenty of hght from the twin windows, central heating, 
fluorescent lighting and twenty straw mats on the floor, hi'olve 
on one s,de and eight on the other The cadres were ovenveen- 
mgly proud of this building, and tliey made us maintain the cells 
with tlie same meticu'ous attention to petty detail as the boot 
crmps my Marine friends used to describe For instance, I was 
in charge of the windows, and had to clean out the corners with 
a sharp little stick after pohshing up the pane with damp news- 
paper Every morning there was an inspection for dust Our 
books, water mugs, toothbrushes and other miscellaneous small 
gear had to be placed precisely in their assigned spots The 
warder demanded that we polish the wooden floor so that he 
could see his own re lection in it All this was a far cry from the 
fi .h Cluncse prisons were notonous for in the old days 
One of thej" nore understandable innovations around that 
time i/as the y/ic\ly 1 ce inspection The idea was an intelligent 
one, I knew, but all the same it was a ludicrous sort of routine 
we went through — every one of us stark naked in the cell, 
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'i'f rf*'*”' Ilf J <0 1’c (irinl> and curiainca irom 
to 'fjnfj.c I q„ijf tindi:f\loo(l (he rationale behind 
I s'-r^O'c it had! to do with the po^Mbilily of "tending or 
ffrtivin", ■irn-dt, In the heat of June in Peking, tin? Was a ler- 
'ib'c tri'-! ; nd a rri'ontr in another cell got himself into trouble 
it. hi.->ny of n? had trouble sleeping at all in the bolted, 
“<i!fy rooms, ,‘ml it w-as common to sec the silhouettes of men 
keeping over to tlic window in Uic middle of the mglit to stalk 
the firsi rays of 'am, svlicn the windows could be opened. This 
^nn in the other eel! had been standing at tlic window since 
a m,, peering out Uirough a tiny opening he had made by pull- 
mg the curbin back. At four or so, when he perceived a faint 
r awing in the cast, he threw open the window and heaved a 
%h of relief. 

Thanh goodness,’ he said, mostly to himself, but loud enough 
sa others could hear, 'the day’s here at last.' 

TTie following Saturday, when the Weekly Examination of 
t-onscicncc came around, an ideological warder appeared m the 
**"• To the general surprise, he told the prisoner to stand and 
’t'akc a clear account of himself before his classmates and the 
Eovcmracnl. The government would be lenient if he spoke fully 
frankly. The poor man gaped and stammered as the warder 
“nied on his heel and strode back to his ofSce. 
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'Come on,’ the cell leader said pitilessly. ‘You heard what he 
said’ 

What else could he do as head of the team? An order was an 
order, even if he had no idea whatit was all about 

‘But I don’t know what he’s talkmg about,’ the poor man pro- 
tested 

‘Make an effort,’ the cell leader said, helpful this time. Try to 
think what It could be ’ 

After a great deal of sighing and anguish one of the cellmates, 
obviously the one who had informed, accused him of wishing 
for the return of the Nationahsts - hadn’t he exulted the other 
day that a new day was dawnmg? So that was it ... He furi- 
ously denied any such intent, but the authorities were hunting 
witches m those days and they refused to accept his demals We 
Struggled him for three days until he finally threw up his hands 
and said, okay, he had been hoping for the Nationahsts, 

I was transferred agam, this time to a special sick cell, after a 
Health Ministry X-ray umt confirmed the TB I already knew I 
had I moved up to the fourth floor agam and my jaw dropped 
(but I should have known) when I saw that my new cell 
leader was none other than Ever-Handsome Rhee I don’t know 
how he had managed it, but God knows he was full of tncks He 
must have thought of something better than the toothpaste ploy 
A couple of wise gays tried that one with bad results The point 
was to get transferred off work and into a medical ward by per- 
suading the X-ray machine that they had bad cases of TB, and 
their method ivas simple — they ripped httle pieces of lead from 
a toothpaste tube, and stuck them to their chests under their 
undershirts The lead, they figured, would show up as spots on 
their lungs, but they overdid the stunt The doctor took one look 
at the fluoroscope screen when the first plotter went through, 
called a warder over and pronounced the men dead That ended 
that funny business 

Anynay, I was reunited with Rhee and happy to be there He 
immediately slipped me a pack of cigarettes He got them from 
other prisoners, he explained, by the old Ching Ho general ser- 
vices technique, the most profitable of which was his tailoring 
business - pants, jackets and even caps from any old cloth a 
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pnsoner managed to scrounge up. Rhee could do anything with 
his bands, ^ 

Everything considered, hfe was pretty good in the sick cell. 
As a foreigner under the new rules I was allotted not only 
extra vegetables, but a ration of 300 grammes of tobacco a 
month as well. That didn’t mean I had enough to eat, but the 
tobacco helped me forget the penury of food One of the cdl- 
inates became so obsessed with food that his anxieties turned 
into a minor form of madness. He was perpetually convmced 
he was being cheated in the distnbution of the wo’tous and that 
others were eating microscopically larger amounts. At first Rhee 
tried calming him by offering to exchange his portion of wo tous 
any time he wished. That worked for a few days, until his para- 
noia saw a sinister, doubly clever back-twisted plot behmd the 
deal All right, Rhee tried, from now on you can choose your 
own wokous from the tray as it comes m from the kitchen It 
was quite incredible to see the man eyebalbng the wo’tous one 
by one, measuring and comparing (there was a no-touch rule) 
before making his choice from the big pile But even that ended 
one day when he looked up from his calculations, turned and 
threw out an accusation that proved to be the last straw; 

‘How come you guys always put die smallest ones on top? 

After that Rhee gave up and ordered him to take what he got, 
and shut up about it Another memorable character m the cell 
was an old fellow named Wong, who had worked as an army 
medic for the Nationahsts and the war lords before theim He 
sometimes made himself useful by helping out Heavenly Frim 
Ti and Doc Yen, but they didn’t bke to use him very much b^ 
cause he was a doctor of traditional Cbmese medicine - herbs 
and acupuncture That particular folk science was not then held 
in the esteem it now enjoys, and most of the prisoners me to 
refer patronixmgly to Wong as ‘the Mongohan doctor , 
slang for a quack He took the kidding with aplomb, and o^ea 
h) stick needles into anyone who cared to receive them There 
Were precious few takers His great day came when one of the 
Warders was stricken with a terrible toothache For some reason 
It was impossible for him to get into Pekmg that day, and me 
APCs that Yen gave him had no effect whatever. Desperate 
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and racked with pain, he called for Wong and his needles It was 
child’s play for him to reheve the pam - toothache is one of the 
easiest things for acupuncture to cure. 

Wong became a hero From that moment on, he treated pris- 
oners side by side with Heavenly Friend and Doc Yen I, too, 
had a toothache fixed by Wong m a matter of seconds, but the 
most extraordinary sight was the way he took care of the one 
epileptic we had among us - he stuck a whole selection of 
needles in his upper hp and toes, and it calmed him every time. 
Quite astonishing ^ 

In September, Rhee was discovered to be too healthy to re- 
main among us, in spite of all his guile His place was taken 
by a serious young man named Chou Fu-rui, who had been a 
teacher m a nuning district not far from Peking He had made 
the imstake of speaking his mind on the subject of education As 
a bright young teacher, someone in the local party apparatus 
had asked for constructive suggestions, and he gave a httle 
twenty-minute talk recommending that control over the curri- 
culum be left with the professionals rather than to party cadres 
whose concern was more with ideological purity than scholar- 
ship Naturally, he was accused of attackmg the government. 

‘They gave me one year for every minute I spoke,’ he told me. 

Chou’s fall from grace recalls a httle vignette, a bit of fun I 
had around that time with a particularly odious zealot in the 
cell, one who enjoyed informing We were speaking of senten- 
ces, and I told him that I deserved to be in for one day 

‘One year, you mean?’ he corrected me, but he knew that 
wasn’t nght He was perplexed 

‘No,’ I insisted ‘One day’ 

He reported me for mocking the system of reform When the 
warder inevitably came for an explanation, I had my catechism 
prepared 

‘He must have misunderstood,’ I told the warder in all inno- 
cence ‘I only meant that I was tiunking in the spirit of the Great 
Leap Forward ’ 

The warder shrugged and went back to his office There was 
nothing more to be added The slogan of the Great Leap For- 
ward was ‘One Day Equals Tw'enty Years’. 
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1 learned quite a lot about life as a free worker through my 
fnend Fourcampre, wliom I saw more and more often around 
the compound those days A free worker was better off than a 
mere prisoner, perhaps, but not all that much 

'You know what going back to society means?’ Fourcampre 
once asked me in that didactic, qucstion-and-answer style 
M much favoured by the Chinese. ‘For me it meant moving 
from one building to another. And paying for my food.' 

Free workers were formed info brigades organized exactly 
like ours, were locked into their cells at night, arose at the same 
hours and performed the same work, held the same daily study 
sessions, weekly examinations of conscience and quarterly ideo- 
logical summaries, not to mention the automatic adherence to 
die principles of mutual surveillance, accusation and denuncia- 
bon expected of them. True, they were permitted home visits 
fr'^icea month if they had the money, but they were also ehgible 
for solitary if their ideologies slipped. Of their average salary of 
twenty yuan a month, about fifterai went for food and tobacco 
and the rest on such items as uniforms, electricity fees and the 
Sencral odds and ends of camp life. It didn't leave much for 
spending in Peking But at movies the first ten rows were re- 
served for them That was somethmg. 

I often discussed the free-worker situation with the chief 
"carder, a man named Tien, whom I came to adnure as a fnend 
and father confessor. We used to have talks at least once a 
month, and he actively encouraged them, since they fostered 
dependence on the government Like all the good warders I had 
known, Tien strictly adhered to die Maoist principle that if a 
prisoner had something on his mind, be should say it through, 


Mao said, commits no fault 

What’s the use of us making big efforts to reform ourselves, 
^ once asked him, *jf we end up with just about the same thing 
When we’re through?’ 

Tien didn’t even wince. 

You’ve got your pohtical notions all mixed up,* he said 
i^tiently. afr^d you’re straying farther and farther from 
ihe government. What you must remember, Bao, is that if this 
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place IS a pnson for you, it is a factory for the free workers And 
the government watches over them very carefully Most of you 
come to these places with no training or skills, and it takes the 
government lots of tune and money to brmg you up to the 
proper technical levels for the jobs you do here Do you seri- 
ously think all that time and money should go to waste?’ 

That was a hard one to answer Tien had something there He 
went on easily 

‘The records of the free workers are such that we have to be 
wary of them It’s true that they have expiated their sms, but it 
IS one thing for a man who has never been condemned to show 
dissatisfaction and another for a man who has already commit- 
ted crimes If you drop a plate on the floor, Bao, there wiU 
always be cracks no matter how carefully you glue it back to- 
gether again So why not just keep them on in the jobs they 
know? The government is served, and m the long run they’re 
happier It’s logical, Bao ’ 

Old man Wong became a free worker while I was in 
Liangxiang, but by then he was too old to work or contribute 
anything to the community And in fact he didn’t even want to 
I ran into him on a staircase one afternoon as I was going down ' 
to the laundry He had been moved to a corner of the buildmg 
where they kept the unproductive old folk He and mne others 
shared one fairly large room with a common bed - Liangxiang’s 
own Seraor Citizens’ Lodge Physically he looked better than 
at our last meeting m the Chadian railroad station, and I told 
him so 

Young fella, he said in English, 'things couldn’t be better Or 
worse Things are just what they are I offered my knowledge to 
the state and the state didn’t want it I offered to teach or trans- 
late and they didn’t want that, either So now I’m hving on fif- 
ten yuan a month and they give me thirty catties for a ration 
^at s okay When I save a httle money, I go into town and 

have a meal or see a movie, or I buy a book You can come and 
visit me when you like, and borrow books And we can talk 
some English together, no matter what they say ’ 

Wong didn’t give a damn any more He had hved through so 
much that there was hardly anythmg more the jailers could do 
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to inUmidafc him. Several months later while I was cleaning 
tvindotts, I saw him being pushed over toward the solitary 
block, with a guard twisting tus arm behind him. I don’t know 
wliat offence he had committed, but I’m certam it was ideo- 
logical. 

'Wong’s problem,’ Heavenly Friend Li told me once, ‘is that 
he’s too American. He just can't gel over it.’ 

As my internment in Liangxiang drew into 1963, my ideo- 
logical progress had become so striking that Warder Tien ap- 
pointed me deputy cell leader to Chou, quite an honour for a 
foreigner. Although I was still ill-nourished and not at all 
healthy, I had taken to the rhythm of the place by then and was, 
in my own strange fashion, happy. The news from home was 
bad, and my wife was coming up with the first obhque referen- 
ces to a possible divorce (her only real chance for regaining a 
decent style of hfe), but what could I do about all that? She was 
on one set of rads and Ion another, and all I could hope for was 
that she find a way out of her poverty and humihation. 

Through the sprmg and into the summer of 1963, hving con- 
ditions improved slightly for us prisoners : We now had a meal 
of rice or wheat flour at least once a weeL As a sick person my 
jobs were only nominal - picking metal scraps from slag heaps 
and cleamng sand from aluminium castmgs - and I devoted my- 
self more and more, as Warder Tien suggested, to studies and 
self-criticism. When, my zeal was rewarded with definite signs 
of approval, I responded favourably. I gave rays^ more and 
®ore easdy mto long, tamblmg discourse about imperialism, 
Soviet revisionism, serving the people or whatever other subject 
t'’as in vogue for the moment. Bemg deputy cell leader, I was 
onpected to talk more, but I scarcely needed prompting I paid 
less and less attention to what had been my previous style of 
objectively assessing life, until I became a virtual stranger to the 
^oI rationabty the Cathohe mission schools had taught me as 
® boy. I had become, if you like, bramwashed Or was it that I 
had simply accepted the bargain that my life in Liangxiang 
tendered to me. Follow the path marked out for you. don’t 
make trouble, and you will be comfortable I fell into it It was 
easier. 
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The smgle notable exception to my good behaviour was the 
letter I tned to send to the French consular agent in Peking 
The one thmg that stuck like a nettle in the back of my nund 
was the way France had abandoned me Of course I wasn’t 
important enough for Quai d'Oisay to make a diplomatic issue 
over, but it rankled me that the country of my passport had 
apparently written me from die face of the earth. I was conung 
dangerously dose to giving up on France entirely. In the six 
years I had now been imprisoned I bad received nothmg more 
than two cartons of cigarettes, a httle cash, and my family only 
lau^ble httle handouts of money - and the consular agent 
knew me quite well from the old days France and China were 
without diplomatic relations at the time, but he was the one per- 
son recognized by the diplomatic commumty as representing 
France’s mterests, and furthermore was well paid for it I de- 
cided to act, but to do so I would have to go beyond regulations. 
I asked Fourcampre to carry a note to the agent the next time 
he had a leave for Peking I shpped him the note m the latrine 
It was written in French 

I am writing you in haste Mr Fourcampre at great personal nsk 
has agreed to deliver this As you know from my wife I have been 
sentenced to twelve years of labour I assure yon that the Chinese 
authonties are treating me correctly but my personal situation is 
such that my family is in a bad way My own needs are modest I 
need only some clothes and two dollars a month to help me through 
this bad pcnod Thank you in advance 

Fourcampre, who was ilbterate, took the note nnquestion- 
ingly, which I appreciated as a rare gesture of friendship It 
could have been a plot to kill Mao, for all he knew, but he 
carried it gladly because it was from me 
And then he was caught with the note 
I had made the mistake of assuming that free workers were 
not subject to searches like the rest of us, but the guards grabbed 
him by the front gate and shook him down I was called in to 
see Warder Tien without knowing what had happened 
‘Tell me, Bao,’ he began, ‘are you satisfied with your ideo- 
logical status? Do you feel that you have been supporting the 
government as you should?’ 
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It «as the old fame of cat and mouse Warders never come 
straight to the point, preferring to lead up to their conclusion by 
swell orchestrated senes of questions. It is almost an established 
ritual And for my part, 1 had to play the innocent, even though 
I was now 90 per cent certain of what it was all about A 
prisoner loses face if he breaks down too quickly, and surpri- 
singly enough the warder docs, too. He should be allowed to 
play out (he logic of his little game. 

‘The government never speaks needlessly,’ he contmued ‘It 
always knows what oUcnces you have comnutted.’ 

'I can’t recall anything.* 

And so it went, for five or ax more minutes until we arrived 
ineluctahly at the point when Tien decided to end it 
'You know, Bao, that convicts arc not allowed to have rela- 
tions with individuals undergoing Ijio Jaio, let alone free work- 
ers. But do you know the penalty for passmg notes to the 
outside? Especially in a foreign tongue?’ 

1 admitted everything. That night the deputy director of the 
^P got on the loudspeaker system It sounded pretty bad 
*Ywo persons in this factory have committed a most serious 
Offence, They have attempted to send a message to an imperial- 
'riagent. One of them is Free Worker Fourcampre and the other 
“ Pnsonec Bao Ruo-wang Their plot was uncovered thanks to 
®e Vigilance of the guards Both of them must give a thorough 
recounting of their crime - if not, the consequences are too 
•■omfying to contemplate These two are ordered forthwith to 
rohtary confinement.’ 

^oor Fourcampre,* the innocent messenger* got four d^, 

I was luckier - Doctor Yen Ksammed me and told Warder 
^*en I Was not fit to undergo solitary. He could not vouch for 
survival I might have imagined it, but I could have sworn I 
saw him wink at me when the guard’s back was turned They 
sent me back to the cell ,, . , 

‘You must know that no government in the world treats its 
sneinies with such generosity and lemency as we,’ Warder Tien 


•Louis Poutcampre was afiowed to leave Oubil m Februaw I9« 

™ establBtaent of diplomatic reMons between Fiance and Peoples 
He ]3 now living and ■working m Paria, 
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told me, and I was ready to believe him. That’s why our Chair- 
man Mao and the party are so great Be thankful for that, Bao.’ 

He told me to give him a written report on my crime. 1 de- 
scribed the entire incident in five pages and added my transla- 
tion into Chinese of the note I had shpped Fourcampre. Then 
I waited A few days afterward I was called to the ofSce of one 
of the new ideological warders, a tall, strong, bearded man in 
an officer’s uniform of the People’s Liberation Army. 

‘Your confession,’ he said, ‘while not profound, is acceptable 
Your translation of the letter is good Luckily for you, you 
didn’t slander the People’s Government when you asked the 
Frenchman for help You should know that if he wanted to help 
you, he would have done it without your asking. He knows 
where you are In this case, considenng that your motives were 
not reprehensible, we have decided to be lement with yon From 
now on if you have hardships, come to us You don’t have to 
ask elsewhere If we can help yon solve them, we will, if we 
cannot, we will at least give you an explanation.’ 

‘The government is doing enough for me already,’ I msisted 
‘I can’t expect anything more Besides, the consular agent gets 
money from the French government to help French citizens. 
It's his duty to help me ’ 

There are channels for that’ 

‘But they don’t do me any good.’ 

‘All right, then What is it you want now?’ 

‘Permission to wnte him agam.’ 

‘You know the regulations, Bao Prisoners arc allowed to 
correspond only with their direct famihes But I suppose you 
could ask for an exception to be made in your case Write a 
request to the factory director.’ 

I pondered the situation a few days before I started the letter. 
The important thing was to aun for what 1 wanted, but to re- 
main within the logic of correct ideology to get there Once 
again, the catechism would have to serve me This was the letter 
I wrote. 

REPORT 

To; The Factory Director 

Convict Bao Ruo-wang of Team Four, Seventh Brigade, respect- 
fully subimts the following to the Factory Director- 



0£ te, as a tcsull ot certain study sessions, I 
by senous ideological problems whidi, i£ kft unsolve , 
an adicrse influence upon the leformation I am un ®^fl ‘ 
bemuse I place my full icbancc upon the Gf ^ ™ 

now cjtposmg my innermost thoughts I hope that j 

this report due consideration the Govciament ^ °L 

my problems and give me the accessary cducaboa o 

' noT^Wpaper arUcles concerning the 

Chinese subjects illegally detiuned in “““P® ^ . learned that 

siomsu {Peoples Da,ly, 12 & 28 Aug 1963X I 

Qimcsc consular oflicials have been denied the 

with their compatriots, to visit them and to pr „ermitted 

now living under prccanous and straitened ^ --(j 

My first reaction to these sbamoful details w 
sheet However, I must admit that very soon “ msnnet 
way to a different manner of thinkmgi e very 8 . 

of thmkmg In other words, I began to have bad W 
myselfi -my does the Chinese Government 
flungs that she docs heiself? VBiy does the Chm^e G 
demand of others what she is not wiUmg to do heiseu i 
Speakmg more concretely . The Chinese G"" 

Indian expansionists of not permittiiig her ^ oi to 

Chinese subjects lUegally detain^ "^Z^Svi^enraccuses 
provide them with necessities The Chinese G 
the Indian expansionists of placing inhuman CiBnese 

toinees regLmg correspondence 

Govemment is correct and about China 

oem that rhinn has for her own people. But wan 

, ,c«etheFtendimaaX 

Months ago, I requested pranssion to 
for some material assistance This man, officially 

of France and French residents in j^inmat In the past 

"vognized by the Chinese Govemmenm ® 

I have received some small assistance bom m ^ 

meat penmtted it H you care to look thrOTgh “T J jferch 
that X sent me a carton of Chien “^^oHS yuan 
JSdS, and again in December of that year, pto ^ 

®.S, S6) m October 1562 My request to wnte him has 
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answered f o this day The Chinese detainees are allowed to write two 
letten a month but I, apparently, am not allowed to wnte even one. 
The fact that the Qunese detainees have to write m English has 
provoked protests from the Chmese Government In a like manner, 
I am obhged to wnte all my correspondence m Chmese, which is 
not my native tongue Is it suipnsing, then, that I am beset by 
senous ideological problems? ' 

There is a Chmese maxim. ‘Set yourself up as an example.* But 
how can I pursue my reformation as the Government wishes when 
the Govenunent demands of others what she is not willmg to do 
herself? 

I know perfectly well that the thoughts I express here are erro- 
neous, and that they cast slander upon the cWese Government. 
However, these thoughts exist m my imnd and I would not be sm- 
cere if I kept them hidden from the Government That I have 
such bad thoughts is not sorprismg — after all, that is why I am m 
prison. My purpose m exposing them here is to obtain the educa- 
tion needed to correct them. I hereby request that the authorities 
give some consideration to my state of mmd and accord me the 
help for wbdi 1 have so much need. 

It was more than two weeks before there was any reaction. 
Obviously my special case had bounced back and forth in the 
Pubhc Security ofSces in Peking I was finally received in the 
office of a disciplme and education warder named Hseub. Right 
away, I could tell from his manner that things hadn’t gone too 
badly. He was brusque, a bit officious, but on the whole accom- 
modahng. 

'You have a nerve,' he began, 'to make disparaging remarks 
about the government while undergomg Reform Through 
Labour Do you realize what the consequences for actions like 
that could be?’ 

TTes, Warder,' I said humbly, ‘but I was trying to be &ank 
and smeere by exposing my inneimost thoughts to the govern- 
ment - even if they are wrong and bad. I have been taught that 
prisoners who reveal their thoughts to the govenunent commit 
no sin and wiH go unpunished ’ 

■Who said anything about sanctions?' Hseuh asked stiffly. 

I would like to report to the member of the govenunent that 
you did mention the word "consequences".* 
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'I!i!ra,'he<aid did, inticctl.’ 

Onssmiii point (or me. 

‘Hoftc\cr.‘ lie went on. picking himself back out of trouble, ‘I 
mew! lh?t the comcijiicnccs would be fngbifu) if you persisted 
m h’tiwufing evil ihourhis Vou know ihnt the rovemment is 
ahraj-s rendy to listen to you and to help you solve your prob- 
lems Now tell me - what mctly is it y ou want from this man 
X.’’ 


'I would like some material ossiswnec,* 

‘The fcivcrnmcni is lookinpaftcr your needs’ _ ^ 

T know, but I would like to be .able to help my family, too. 
’Have no worries abnui them,' he said willi the same fatherly 
assurance that all povernment olfieials always employed when 
they spoke about yang and the kids, while doing next to notWng 
to help them ‘We arc living m a new society now. The govern- 
ment is conscious of the hardships of people.’ ^ 

'I was only trying to lighten the burden of the government. 
That was a lie and we boili knew it, but it was the correct 
ideological response Hsculi accepted it favourably. 

'Vour altitude is correct and good, but let the government 
make Its own decisions. Now, then, regarding what you wrote 
m your report, we never turned down your request to write ms 
Frenchman. We were merely studying the matter The fact that 
you show yourself to be impatient indicates that you do not trust 
die government entirely. The government will solve all your 
problems in due course. You may write this man X., if you hke, 
l>ut you know that there is no guarantee he will help you. 

‘Permit me to report to the member of the government that 1 
have a new had thought.’ 


He accepted that less favourably. 

‘What kind of bad thought?’ he asked suspiciously. 

‘I am worried because you tell me I may write X , but a e 
same time you are predicting that nothing will come of it 1 am 

wondering if this means my letters will not be mailed. . , 

‘You are speaking honestljC Bao, but you **0 insolent. 
You may be assured that your letten will be maded ^“Wing 
tte characteristics of the bourgeoisie, though, I doubt that n 
Will come to your help. But go ahead and try. 
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I thanked him and made a move to take my leave. But Baeuh 
wasn't qmte through yet. He wanted to send me off with the 
right attitude. 

‘Do you reahze now,’ he asked, "how wrong you were in 
making all those baseless accusations against the government?' 

•Yes,’ I agreed humbly. *I beg the government to forgive me ’ 

‘All right then,’ he said with satisfaction. ‘You may return to 
your team now.’ 

As I was passing through the door he had one last thought 

‘The letter must be m Chinese. And it must bear no return 
address. Just the P 0. Box number.’ 



Chapter Fifteen 


ei Sf r French consular agent I sent out 

sat letters in all, and he never took the trouble to answer one 
amt bitterness behind a mask of imperturbabihty 

sa^ myself even more deeply into the stream of hfe m 
ngxiang, I was already skilled in the presentation of study- 
ssion material, but from then on I became one of the absolute 
’ tiold forth on any subject the warders might de- 

snd of n,e_ ^ _ 

China had become obsessed with the infidel 

teU^J ^if even earned me a mckname - ‘the story 

j ®y '■sed to call me, and the only one of my mates who 
Used es impressively aS I was Ai Mm, the one they 

ter 0 call “the theoretician'. Ai Mm was a phenomenal charao- 
onl' * one-eared bear of a man, who had been not 

y e party member but a colonel and pobucal commissar in 
of ^ ^ March. When the two 

fash* spsakmg well during the extra-long studies then m 
and '**^1 'mbeatable; I would set the stage with drama 

colour and he would take it from there with Maixist- 
chapter and verse. I had always had the good 
and ^ ®at“ps to be befriended by men mote experienced 
•he than I - Square Jaw Dai, Longman. Sun and 

When ~ ^ Min was tte latest The most valuable, too, 

Ion t the monstrous imstake he saved me from not 


met him. 

straieh **** ex-Communists I met, Ai was utterly honest, 
(jjg hard-working, but his mtunate experiences with 

M power had given him a certam disabused attitude 
sncred institutions. I recall particularly well the tune he 
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deSned dialectics for me Earnest student that I had become, I 
had asked him for a striking illustration of the use of dialectics, 
one I might use myself m study sessions. Instead, he brought out 
his own brand of Marxist-Lenmist humour. 

Imagine, be told me, that a group of joumahsts from the West 
is invited to Pekmg and receives first-class, top-prionty treat' 
ment from the government, with all the taps and mterviews 
they requested, the best food and lodgmg and a sumptuous ban- 
quet for their departure When the first articles appear m the 
Western press a few days later, they are unanimously pejorative 
and heap odium upon the regime The Pekmg rulmg circles 
erupt into a frenzy of mdignation, but the Great Man himself 
remains calm and unmoved 

‘Be happy they wrote such thmgs,’ he advises “We should 
start worrying when the bourgeois press wntes mce thmgs about 
us’ 

When, several days later, some more newspaper and magazine 
articles arrive and they are filled with flattermg accounts of the 
new hfe m Chma, consternation runs through the ranks of the 
party All but the Great Man 

‘Why are you worrymg?’ he wonders ‘This proves that even 
the rotten bourgeois press has to admit the progress we have ' 
made’ 

The pomt about dialectics, Ai said, is that they can answer 
anything satisfactorily. 

My ideologicalprogressiveness had made me such a prize that 
I was appomted to take over the education of aspecialcelloffif-* 
ty unusually backward ilhterates, who until then had proven to 
be virtually impermeable by the new hne which the rest of us 
had assimilated long smce ‘Persons of low cultural level’, they 
were designated, with euphemistic understatement Mostly ex- 
peasants, labourers or mental deficients, they were the ones who 
had spent their past study sessions either asleep or in witless 
stupors Nothmg, apparently, had registered in them. I was 
given three months to set them right. Warder Tien made it a 
point to tell me that the results would be viewed as a test of my 
reformation I approached the job as a supreme challenge. 

When I first entered the classroom-cell where our course was 
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(0 be given my students greeted me with all the intellectual am- 
malion of lumps of coal I foolishly began my presentation in 
the ranficd political terms that would have been appropriate to 
someone like Ai. Disaster : I could see their eyes glazing over as 
if by Pavlovian reflex. Obviously I would have to be more 
du-ecL 

‘What do you know about Khrushchev?’ I threw out 

“What’s that?’ one of them asked, I swear it He didn’t even 
know whether Khrushchev was animal, vegetable or mineral! 
1 was obhged to explain that he was not only a man, but first 
secretary of the AU-Union Communist Party of the USSR. 

‘Ah,’ came the pleased exclamations of recogmtion - ‘Elder 
Brother.’ 


It was my moment for revelation. 

‘No, he is not Elder Brother,’ I said slowly and firmly ‘Khru- 
shchev IS a huai-tan - a rotten egg,’ 

This time there was reaction from the crowd Their compla- 
int puddmg faces began to register doubt, perplexity or out- 
depending on how much they could remember from 
sfndies of the past years. A few of the bolder ones told me to be 
ireful when I spoke of our great ally. I redoubled my insults. 
The group began chattering and grumbhng agitatedly. 

"We’re warmng you, Bao,’ one of them said, ’any more talk 
hke that and we're reporting you ’ 

They were already sharpening their blades. When I continued 
once again in the same vein, the room exploded into a clamour 
of shouts and protests Half of them were calhng for a warder 
then, and it didn’t take long for one to arrive. 

"What’s going on here?’ he asked at the doorway. ‘Is this the 
^ey you people study? ’ 

Warder,’ a spokesman for the group said, 'we’re sorry, but 


He had trouble with the namer but the warder knew what it 
all about. He held up his hand and the room fell silent 
^Listen,’ he said carefully, Tthnwhehev is not only a huai-tan. 


uttd egg on earth 1 * 

He turned on his heel and went on back to his office. My fifQ'^ 
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students looked up at me with mouths agape, dumbfounded 
Now, finally, it was their turn to learn that black was white 
With painful, step-by-step care, summomng up all the colourful 
detail I could muster, I began explaming to them how the un- 
thinkable had happened My only problem in those three 
months was that I never succeeded in persuading them to take 
Albama seriously When I told them that the population of our 
doughty httle ally was only around a milhon, they sniffed with 
exquisite Chinese scorn Only one milhon' Not worth consider- 
ing One of my students even permitted himself the speculation 
that if we 600 miUion Chmese got together we could sink 
Albama by merely pissing on It 

But Russia was big and contiguous and very much a threat 
It had been so, right from the start Ai Mm told me 

‘We never did like them,’ he said, recalling the early, enthusi- 
astic days after the Commumsts had triumphed ‘They have 
always hved in a world apart from ours When the Americans 
came to China, they took over the best hotels and houses and 
apartments, but we could see that that was natural behaviour 
for them - what else would you expect from capitalists? But 
when the Russians came in, they made us build new hotels for 
them'’ 

By the end of 1963 we had made certain that there wasn’t a 
soul among the prisoners who didn’t hate the Soviets with ener- 
getic passion We were clean and on the track again Among my 
students, though, there was one particularly iromc case The 
man had remained perplexed and tormented throughout my 
crash course and at the end he told me why. He bad been 
arrested and sent to jad in 1956 for havmg spoken of the 
Soviets just as we were speaking now No matter how bard he 
turned it over in his rmnd, something seemed out of place 
Didn’t that mean that he now deserved a pardon? I promised 
to bring the matter up with the authorities It was no trouble at 
all for Warder Tien to straighten me out 

‘First of all, Bao,’ he told me, ‘this man got into trouble in 
1956 because he attacked the party for being subservient to the 
Russians If he had only attacked the Russians it would have 
been different - he wouldn’t have had such a big sentence And 
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then what he said wasn’t as important as why he said it What he 
said might be progressive now, but in 1956 it was andgovem- 
fflent propaganda. Do you see?’ 

I did. I took it without protest or quibble I was such a model 
prisoner by then that once when Warder Tien upbraided me for , 
aving spoken m the cell about a minute after lights out (I had 
Wanted to finish my sentence), I felt sincere pangs of remorse 
One minute of self-mdulgence like that, he warned, might have 
PKvented another prisoner or two from sleepmg properly, 
which in turn could have affected the factory’s production With 
we zeal of a true convert I began searching for new ways to 
serve the government and help my fellow man All the greater 
wm my enthusiasm m that it seemed evident that France had 
a andoned me The model we were all urged to follow in those 
ays Was the good soldier Lei Feng, whose posthumous diary 
ad been turned into something of a national monument The 
Passage of the diary was that neither he nor any other Chinese 
parson could rest easy as long as there were still persons on the 
ace of the earth oppressed by capitahsm and imperiahsm Be- 
* as Lei Feng there were also the good soldiers of Nankmg 
uad in Shanghai, contemporary samts who used to go to extra- 
^angths of self-demal, such as walking the twenty kilo- 
d% to and from the fields where they worked, mstead of 
ending a few pennies by taking the bus. For my part, I took to 
wng barefoot in the warm months, in order to save the govem- 

‘he expense of shoe leather. 

y reformation was all the easier smce it was in the hands of 
arder Tien, whom I a dmir ed for his humanity and personal 
desty Ljjj Warder Chao in Prison Number One, he had the 
eamjy abihty to see into a prisoner’s mind and anticipate his 
^ “tights before he dared articiijate them As our living con- 
“tis continued their slow nse in 1963 he took to assigning 
Pfod^ ’““leases according to each man’s need rather than to his 
sort figures. Unhke most other warders, he never re- 
‘ti d ^ “ding rations as a fona of blackmail The pain he took 
enti* T P'^wtitier’s case individually was rewarded by our 
^ rc loyalty, ],y (jjg joivest rate of men under his 
Ptinsibihty being sent to sohtary. Everyone behaved 
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Even when things were at their worst Tien had been able to 
control his charges with his own brand of apphed psychology 
that never needed to be complemented by force The best ex- 
ample I can recall was the escape mcident It happened in Octo- 
ber of 1962, when things were at a high tide of hunger and con- 
fusion He called the brigade together shortly before nightfall, 
hned us up in fives, and marched us out toward ’the mam gate 
We stopped twenty yards from the gate and he climbed onto a 
stool for a httle talk The cadres had been heanng persistent 
rumours, he said, that certain bad elements among the prisoners 
had been talking about escaping This could be a dangerously 
corrupting influence on the rest of us Something had to be 
done With a dramatic flourish he ordered the guards to open 
the gates' 

T don’t want you to have ideological burdens.’ he said with a 
perfectly straight face ‘We’re making it easy for you Smce 
some of you have been talking be hin d the government’s back, 
here’s your chance to carry out your thoughts in the open You 
can go on out the gate now No one will stop you ’ 

He clambered down from his perch and began striding back 
to the mam buildmg. Then he stopped, turned, and threw 
out one final hne 

Before you leave you’d better think about where you’re go- 
ing to be eabng from now on ’ 

Of course no one left. We filed obedienUy back to the cells 
and were happy to have our wo’tous Tien bad us, as the saying 
goes, eating out of his bands Tien could certainly be firm when 
the occasion called for it, but he nearly always avoided coer- 
cion There was the time, for instance, when he shamed a 
prisoner into correctmg himself The man in question was 
rather old, over sixty, grumpy and probably a httle bit senile 
But whatever the reasons, his offence was to have turned on his 
family and insulted them on visihng day, screaming impreca- 
tions and actually throwing their gift parcel to the ground It 
was shocking behaviour, but Tien was careful not to apply the 
obvious solution of solitary Instead, he called us together with 
the offending prisoner in the front of the group and made an 
hour-long speech to the old man about his unworthmess He 
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ended It by ordering him to wnte two apolo^es - one to the 
government and one to his family. 

On another occasion involving visitors, Tien turned a ea 
ear, deliberately tolerating improper and scandalous talk from a 
prisoner who had suffered deep humihation It happene w en 
he was visited fay his wife and their son, a mean httle brat of 
around ten or eleven The kid was wearing the red scarf of the 
Communist Young Pioneers, and he had learned his lessons 
well. 

T didn’t want to come here,’ he brayed proudly, but my 
mother made me You are a counterrevolutionary and a ms- 
grace to the family. You have caused grave losses to the govern 
meat. It serves you right that you are m prison All I can say is 
that you’d better reform yourself well, or you’ll get what you 


deserve.’ 


Even the guards were shocked by his tirade The prisoner r 
himed to the cell in tears - itself forbidden - muttering, it 
had known that this would happen, I would have 
the day he was bom.’ Tien let the madent pass without even a 


t'Pfoech , u. 

The only time I saw him reduced to using force , 
eame up against Chung the hunger striker C '“tg 
was his name, and he was a tall, handsome man i 
n,(,0 h- J J — -- J— -"-i ’»hnse brother was a tuvi 


wno Had done umversity smoies ano - , 

sional commander m the People’s Liberation Army 

a rightist element for urational Mtigovenunent a ^ ' 

had since become utterly obsessed by the immense 
money the superpowers were gening ™ 

Was full of facts and figures on fee subject Over 

hetoldushowmuchtheSovietUmomAmencaand 

spending on sophisticated mihtaiy hardware, a 
better it could be spent on food As h*® 

■ously fitting, weapon of protest, Chung chose ^ 

The first toe he struck, he fasted for ten day 
tbtown into solitary for recalcitrance He wa p 
lighted - that only meant the hunger strike cou . 

tweHewonhismasochisttcbatdefeatttmeandmadeluspo.^ 

When It pleased him, he took up eatmg agam 
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tune Jt happened Tien was prepared. He allowed Chung to stay 
in his dirty comer of the cell until he was too weak to get to his 
feet, then had him fed glucose intravenously 
‘As long as that thmg drips,’ Tien told him, ‘you won’t die. 
You’ll just stay like that m your comer. It’s up to you to decide 
how you want things.’ 

Chung couldn’t bear the thought of a perpetual half -life He 
gave up and never went on hunger strike agam. 

In the beginnmg of December I was assigned for a few 
months to a small cell with only five others Now that I was 
officially off the sick hst this was, apparently, one further step 
along the way as the Peking Bureau of Puhhc Security tned to 
figure what to do with me The most memorable aspect of hfe 
in that cel] was the gm rummy We had only nominal work - 
hght gardemng - and not even the extended study sessions 
could totally ffil the day, so I taught my cellmates American 
card games They especially took to gm rummy, and within a 
few weeks beat me at it regularly That year, too, there'was an 
unexpected Christmas present Heavenly Friend Li called me to 
his dispensary, ostensibly for an exammation of my lungs, gave 
me a shot of glucose, and shpped me a whole bottle of vitamin 
pills By then it was clear to me that my situation was going 
to change, and probably for the better. There had been too 
many indications, too much kindness from the government 
'of late And above all there had been The Lure some weeks 
before Christmas The Lure was an important turmng pomt for 
me , 

It happened on an afternoon late in November, when I was 
summoned to the office of Prison Director Chia There were 
four warders in the office with him That was very strange. 
Apprehensively, I took my place on the stool in the comer Chia 
told me I did not have to keep my head bowed After the usual 
formalities about my name and age and criminal activities, he 
opened the proceedings 

‘Today the government has something very important to dis- 
cuss with you. It concerns the progress of your reform ’ 

He let that hang in the air There was a long, portentous 
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silence I kept my mouth shut Chia flipped through some 
papers 

It says here that you are a French citizen Have you ever 
been to France?’ 

What was he getting at? He knew very well I had never left 
Chinese territory. 

'Are you married?’ 

Again, questions to which he knew the answers. Jailer 
rhetoric 

'I beg to report to the director that I am mamed to a Chinese 
"’ife and have two children ’ 

Chia looked pleased He had reached the point for his 
speech 

So, Bao Theoretically you may be French, but you are really 
Chinese, aren’t you? There is Chinese blood in your veins from 
your mother. You were bom and raised here, and yon have 
been nourished on Chinese food. Your wife and children ate 
Chinese. You even look Chinese Where is the French in you, 
Bao^’ 

He had a point there and he knew I knew it Heprobedahttle 
wither. 

I don’t have the feeling the French have ever done much for 
either It seems to me they even look down on you You 
new the French are racist. You may consider yourself to be 
"each, but do you think they do? For the French you're just a 
balf-breed The consular agent stiB hasn't answered your letters, 
has he? Do you think he would treat a hundred per cent French- 
man that way?’ 

Chia had come to my weak points in a burry. The consular 
nSent’s cowardly and heartless atutnde toward me and my 
ainiiy Was the one thing I could not forgive As a manner of 
efence, I obliquely suggested that maybe he had not received 
e letters, but I only got a dressing-down for that from one of 
other warders Was I trying to suggest that the government 
going Qjj word and had not mailed my letters? No. 
^TOursenot. 

^ People’s Government is taking care of you,’ Chia went 
® The Government gives you food and drink and clothes and 
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even pocket money You have committed crimes against the 
government, but still you are getting all sorts of considerahons 
And at the same time your own people are neglecting you Have 
you ever thought about this?’ 

Had I ever' But I didn’t carry it to the same conclusion as 
he 

‘Do you ever wonder if there’s any reason for holding onto 
your French nationality? What does it get you? We know you 
want to be with your wife and children Your crimes have 
caused them a good deal of hardship You are a heavy burden 
to them now, but there ought be a way out for you. There may 
be a chance,’ 

I felt the thrill of excitement and fear that comes when big 
decisions are at hand I hstened very carefully 
‘The only way the government can tell if you have reformed 
yourself IS by actions If you really regret your past mistakes, 
you have to prove it to the government Do you really want a 
new life’ If you do, you have to break with the past You have 
to decide whether you still want to be associated with the im- 
perialists or whether you want to come over to where there is 
light If you made that decision, it would be the best proof for 
the government that you have learned your lessons well Then 
there would be no more reason to keep you here - you would be 
thoroughly reformed'’ 

Chia's syllogism was perfect That was quite an offer he was 
hinting at Still, 1 had lingering doubts 
People who know foreign languages like you can get good 
jobs, Bao,’ he suggested Luckily for me I retained a clear im- 
age of Old Man Wong Chia went on 
‘There are quite a few foreigners working for the government 
Their living conditions are excellent All we can do is point the 
way for you, though You have to make the decision ’ 

I don’t know if it would be right for me to give up my 
nationality,’ I said 

We re not asking you to do that,’ Chia insisted ‘We have only 
lain some facts on the table Think about them, that’s all Don’t 
say no or jcs now Just go back to your cell and think about it ’ 
That was the end I rose from the stool to go Then one of the 
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education and discipline warders had an inspiration - he called 
me over to have a look at myself in a full-length mirror next to 
the director’s desk I looked like a cadaverous tramp. 

‘What’s your sentence?' he asked 

‘Twelve years ’ 

‘And you’ve served how many now?’ 

‘Six’ 

‘Halfway,’ he said ‘Do you ever wonder if you’ll make it 
through the next SIX?’ 

They sent me back to the cell I was depressed and troubled 
It what they told me was true, it seemed that I had a pretty good 
chance of bettering my lot if I renounced my French nation- 
3hty Somehow, I had to balance all the factors and make a 
decision It was Ai Mm who made up my mind for me He told 
We that the answer to my dilemma was the sunplest thing in the 
World There was nothing to consider Walking around the vege- 
table patch, he filled me in on his reasomng It was time for 
fiuestion and answer period again 

‘What are we, Bao, you and I and die rest of us?’ 

'We are convicted felons undergoing Reform Throu^ 
labour for the sins we have committed against the party, the 
people and the government ’ 

Ves, that’s true, but put it more concretely ’ 

‘We are enemies of the people ’ 

‘Good I Do you remember what I told you once about this? 
Ihe Communists don’t feel obliged to keep promises to their 
enemies As a means to an end, they feel free to use any scheme 
er ruse that happens to serve them — and that includes threats 
wd promises Even if they do let you out, which isn’t sure, your 
dossier will follow you wherever you go, and there will always 
be that black mark of Lao Gai The very first mistake you make, 
you 11 be back here again — and then you’ll never get out u 
With your French nationality you’ll always be different froin the ^ 
rest of us You’ll always have some hope, even it it s slight ive 
"P that piece of paper, and you’ll just be another jadbir ou 

Understand?’ 

‘Yes. old Ai,’ I said ‘Thanks’ , . 

‘Don’t thankme Just use your head And remember another 
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thing - Communists don’t have any respect for turncoats, 
either ’ 

So I didn’t bite on The Lure 1 owe more than gratitude to Ai 
for his advice Without it, I wouldn’t be here now. On 13 Janu- 
ary, I was called in to see Chia again This time there were eight 
warders with him I And m the middle of them all, seated behind 
the desk with Chia, was my mterrogator from Grass Mist 
Lane 

‘Sit down,’ he said His voice was positively fnendly I took 
my place on the stool, 

‘J was here on some other business,* he said with studied in- 
difference ‘And I happened to hear that you were here I 
thought I’d check on your progress ’ 

That sounded like an obvious mvention, but I certainly wasn’t 
going to dispute It 

‘I haven’t seen you smce 58 Would you like to smoke?’ He 
threw over a nearly full pack of Chung Huas, the same brand 
Mao smokes ‘Tell me about what’s happened to you since then ’ 
Coming from an interrogator, that was no h^t request In 
careful detail, watching my ideological step, I produced the 
entire history of my hfe as a convict I went through five cigar- 
ettes as I talked and 1 didn't fimsh until nearly 5 p m. 

‘It looks like you were the wrong person m the wrong place at 
the wrong time,’ he said, stubbing out his cigarette with a wry 
gnmace. ‘What I’d like you to do now is write me a full ideo- 
logical report I want to know aB about your thoughts and im- 
pressions Tell me about how you viewed your crimes then and 
how you do now, and what you think of the government’s 
sentence ’ 

'That will take a lot of tune ’ 

‘That’s all right ’ He turned to Chia ‘Give him all the time 
and material he needs Take him off work if he needs it ’ 

And he had one final word for me before dismissal . ‘Con- 
tinue your good behaviour You won’t regret it ’ 

Even without Ai’s advice I could see that the report was of 
highest importance - like a final exam Sull, I didn’t allow my- 
self any illusions about graduation That would be only 
destructive folly, 
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I went back to the cell and started writing The govemnaent 
provided me with a pack of cigarettes every second day Unlike 
ray work in Grass Mist Lane, my report was in Chinese this 
time, the fruit of my studies at Ching Ho and Liangxiang I 
spent two months composing the report. 

I Wasn’t even halfway into it when, one day at the end of 
January, a radio bulletin came over tlie loudspeakers at supper- 
hme France and China had established diplomatic relations. 
To emphasize its importance, the announcement was read twice 
The warder told us to make that the subject of our study ses- 
sions that evening 

Being French, I was the obvious choice to lead the talk I 
spoke for an hour and a half, starting with thumbnail histones 
of the Fourth and Fifth Republics, the Algerian War and on to 
a comparison of Chinese and French cooking and cultures Both 
oountnes, I didn’t fail to point out, were trying to free them- 
^Ives from domination by a superpower When I had finished, 
Warder Tien called me in He asked me to tell hun what I 
raought personally about the estabhshment of relations 
It IS of greatest international importance,’ I said ‘And it is 
olear that the relations were extended on China’s terms ’ 

"You have no more views? Nothing personal, as a French- 
man?’ 

‘No ’ 

"Were you thinking that you might be released from prison?’ 
That was the first time any of my jailers had actually come 
®tit and said it I suppose I did have those thoughts in the back 
ray mind, but I did my best to erase them And above all I 
wasn’t going to admit them to a warder That would be ideo- 
rasically stupid 

I don’t think my efforts have been strong enou^ for that, I 
I’ve hardly been doing enough work lately to repay the 
Sovemment tor the food I'm eating. And then, why should the 
tench government start doing anything for me now?’ 

You’ve come a long way, Bao,’ he said 
The next day my ration was increased to forty-four catties, 
though jny other cellmates were eaUng only thirty-five It 
meant an extra wo’tou at lunch and one and a half more at sup- 
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pertime This sudden concern ovemy well-being was troubling. 
I had to work even harder to drive thoughts of release from my 
head That same week I was given a copy of Lettres de man 
moubn, by Alphonse Daudet, and was asked to translate it into 
Chinese It would be a useful service to the government, the 
warders told me, but I knew very well that Chinese translations 
of It already existed So now they were trying to help me brush 
up on my French . 

Physically, the Winter was no trial for us that year. Liwng 
conditions were on the rise all over China and the improvement 
was reflected in our style of Me - the edge of deqieration had 
disappeared Our rations, though not exactly copious, were 
sufficient now, especially for us m the hght-labour cells who had 
nothmg but little pickup chores to perform around the com- 
pound and even more so for me, the pnvileged foreigner Curi- 
ously, studies were emphasized more than ever I could not have 
known it at the time, but the increased unportance of indoctri- 
nation, the endless preachings about self-effacement m the man- 
ner of Lei Feng and the soldiers of Nanking Road’s good 8th 
Company, were preludes to the Cultural Revolution As food 
and consumer goods became more and more abundant - 1964 
was a very good year - certain segments of the party, with Mao 
at their head, grew wary of the effects of the relatively easy 
times that had come upon us Everywhere the ‘candy-coated 
bullets’ of embourgeoisement threatened the purity of the revo- 
lution Vigilance was called for for the moment; it was only 
admonition, but it was buildmg mexorably toward the mass 
hysteria the country was to know after 1 bad left 

In February I discovered I was a bachelor again Yang had 
divorced me I received the news in a curt, almost cursory meet- 
ing with one of the warders 

"Your wife is more progressive than you,’ he drawled ‘She 
has severed her ties with you You should be proud your sons 
have a mother like that ’ 

So that was that I could hardly blame her, but I did feel a 
twinge of resentment at not being kept abreast of matters The 
warder told me that the actual legal proceedings had been ear- 
ned out m November Ireturned to the cell in a daze, wonderma 
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what new roads hfe had in store for me now. All I could per- 
ceive was a blank. Anything could happen 
In April I was named a cell leader. As a foreigner I had never 
expected such an honour, but my ideological progress had been 
so staking and my work in studies so effective that when an 
opening occurred I was the one chosen to fill it There were 
plenty of opemngs that April, for the simple reason that three- 
quarters of the prison’s population had been sent off to open a 
new camp. Our drastically reduced effectives, mostly old and 
sick, moved down to pleasant cells on the ground floor Ai Min 
stayed m the same cell with me, so I found myself m the aston- 
ishing and somewhat embarrassing position of being the ideo- 
kigical guide to a man who had been a pohtical comrmssar. 

Within a few weeks Liangxiang began filhng up again The 
first to arrive were some 250 couit-marUalled ex-soldiers, part 
cf the unfortunate group that had remamed faithful to Peng 
Teh-huai, the disgraced former mimster of defence Peng had 
Unwisely chosen to remain favourable to Elder Brother when 
the Smo-Soviet dispute began gaimng momentum Inevitably, 
be Was branded a revisionist and disappeared The soldiers 
arrived in a convoy of buses, still wearmg their uniforms but 
stripped of badges and insigma It was qmte impressive to see 
them jump out and fall into precise formations before march- 
ing swiftly over to their cells They always remained aloof from 
tbe rest of us, even though they were tbeoreUcally undergoing 
•he same programme of Lao Gai. Perhaps this restraint was a 
insult of orders, I never did find out 
Three days after the soldiers had been installed, another con- 
- flatbed trucks this time — arrived with overflow from 
wison Number One They looked pale and sickly compared to 
the soldiers, and their faces betrayed apprehension Anyone who 
leaves Prison Number One knows that the next step has to be 
down 

lu May came the second Medical Parole Movement Iremem- 
ber It particularly well because of Huang Kuo-chiang, one of 
t™ men in my cell. By the Ume I met him Huang was seriously 
with TB He was among the first to be named to the 
200 man parole group He was looking fonvard to returning to 
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the httle village where he grew up, he told me, but at the same 
tune he felt dreadful premonitions Since his arrest, he had not 
received a single letter from his family 
The poor man was back after only ten days We were sitting 
on the bed preparing for studies when he suddenly appeared at 
the door, sunburned, dusty, breathing heavily and looking abso- 
lutely stricken 

T couldn’t take it,’ he said *1 had to come back The warder 
let me in He says I can have my old rations back ' 

Over the next few days I pulled the painful story from him 
bit by bit He had been released with seven yuan and a one way 
ticket in his pocket When he arrived in the village, his own 
father cursed him as a crnninal element and ordered him to 
remain seated on a stool under the sun until he checked with the 
police to see if the letter of medical release he bore was really 
valid After a week of being coldly tolerated by his family, 
taunted by children and scorned by the rest of the village, he 
decided that the only home he had was Liangxiang He took 
what money he had left, bought a return ticket and hterally 
begged Warder Tien to allow him back inside the gates It ivas 
only because Tien was exceptionally lenient that he relented 

In August I was given another book to translate - Le livre du 
savoir'vivre, published by Editions Montsouris A sort of 
French book of etiquette, it was filled with advice on how to 
behave in polite company, what to say at marriages and bap- 
tisms and how to eat, dress and correspond correctly I was told 
I could take my time The others could handle my portion of 
the work in the vegetable patch Perplexed, still not willing to 
allow myself any glimmers of optimism, I went through it until 
1 knew by heart how to handle myself in society - French 
society 

On 30 August, ray interrogator was back in Chia’s oflice This 
time he didn’t pretend it was an accident 

'I’ve read your ideological report,’ he said ‘Your best pro 
gress has been with the Chinese language You’ve got it almost 
perfect now But what concerns me most is the result of you*^ 
Reform Through Labour What you have written here is posi- 
tive, though it could be better. I’ve decided to accept the report. 
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but 1 want you to keep on thinkmg about how you can improve 
your ideological status.’ 

I promised to do my best. His off-hand comments were, in 
fact, complimentary in the extreme, and I was thrilled and flat- 
tered What was more, he had quite a piece of news for me. 

‘The French embassy has asked several tunes to visit you. 
Until now we have not allowed it This isn’t the place for a visit 
It’s not suitable and it’s too far What we are going to do now is 
transfer you to another place nearer their embassy You should 
be ideologically prepared for a visit from the French. I don’t 
think 1 need to explain what I mean. Get ready to leave as soon 
as possible.’ 

Early the next morning one of the ideological warders, a man 
named Sung, cilled me to his office for a rambhng speech about 
What I should have learned in my two years at Liangxiang I 
heartily assured him that I felt nothing but gratitude for the 
governmefat’s teachings When we were fimshed. Sung called in 
a trusty with a new outfit for me - a new blue suit, underwear, 
black Chinese sandals, a towel and some soap He also handed 
me eleven yuan ' 

At four in the afternoon Director Chia officially turned me 
over to two plamclothes men from the Pekmg Bureau of Public 
Security They led me to a black Pobeda hardly newer than the 
one in which I had ndden the mght of my arrest in 1957. This 
tone there were no curtains, though, and I was permitted to hold 
my head up We rolled through the outskirts of Pekmg and then 
into the city itself, finally turmng mto the gate of Prison Num- 
ber Two, the new Interrogation Centre Kung Deh-Lin, it was 
tailed, the Grove of Virtuous Deeds The old Interrogation 
Centre,* where I had made my confession, had been torn down 
fo make way for some buddings of the Chmese Academy of 
Sciences 

A guard led me through a maze of cells and showed me into 
n small private one, deadly silent There was a bucket in one 
corner, a small raised bed and a stool I put my bundle down on 
fbe bed and began arranging my little collection of personal 

13 (Grass 


The old Interrogation Centre was Tsao Lan Tse Hutting 
1 st Lane) menUoned at the beginning of this book. 
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gear and books The guard came back with a pallet mattress He 
asked if I had enough clothes and whether or not I was hungry. 
I thought I was - it was habit never to refuse food - but when 
he returned with a plate of sauteed potato shreds, wheat flour 
man’tous and soup, I could hardly eat it I was far too unsettled 
and nervous And when I thought of Sun and Longman and the 
others m Ching Ho, it made me feel even less hungry. 

The government is bemg too good to me,’ I said, but the 
guard wasn’t impressed He ordered me to eat every scrap After 
1 had, he told me it was bedtime 
The next day I had three mealsl The place was like a hotel 
In the afternoon they took me out for a walk m the exercise 
yard Over at the far end I caught sight of a Westerner who 
looked strikmgly American 1 never did discover who it was, but 
I now presume it must have been one of the unfortunate CIA 
operatives from the Korean War, Fecteau or Downey who were 
not to be released until the 1972-73 improvement in Sino- 
American relations That evening a doctor came to examine me 
*You’ll be getting good treatment,’ he said like a man who 
knew “You need to put some weight on.’ 

That was true enough 



Chapter Sixteen 


or too more weeks I stayed on in my private cell eating myself 
goggle-eyed, reading old newspapers and trying to fight o2 
oredom as I waited for the French to come and visit me After 
a the years of living in close quarters with dozens of school- 
niates at a time I found the solitude oppressive, even if the hving 
oonditions were better than I had ever dreamed After ten days 
0 it I wrote the warder a note asking to be sent back to Liang- 
if the embassy people weren’t going to show up soon, 
at was probably why he let me in on the Struggle session - 
occupational therapy. 

It turned out to be a nice little irmmph for me, one that was 
constructed directly from my practical knowledge of ideology 
and the realities of jail life. From time to time during this period 
0 fattening up I had been able to hear prisoners being Struggled 
■ Prison Number Two was, after all, the new Interrogation 
wa*'*'^* ~ ^ could only sympathize with those poor victuns 

0 were at the threshold of then incarcerations Then one 
aiorning after breakfast, as I was sitting on the bed glancing 
^cr a paper, a guard told me the ideological warder wanted 

c see me in his office He had an interestmg proposition for 
me 

1 tiuderstand you’re rather an expert at studies and Struggles,’ 

'^ciu’ve attended a dozen or more, haven’t you?’ 
tes,’ I certain pnde Tve Struggled and been 

Sicuggled’ 

we might be able to use your bxpenence We’ve got a 
Wsoner here we’ve been Strugghng for a week without any 
Why don’t you have a try?’ 

He filled me in on some of the background of the case I 
Ptninised to give it my attention right away. First, though, I had 
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to go back to my cell for a little preparation I opened my 
bundle and put on the dirty old patched clothes I had brought 
with me from Liangxiang The guard watched me, his VIP 
prisoner, with scarcely concealed bewilderment, but I told him 
not to worry I knew what I was domg. When he led me to 'the 
Struggle cell, I told him to shove me m as if I were a new pns- 
oner just arriving to be mterrogated I kept my head bowed low 
and hurtled awkwardly into the noisy, crowded little room 
‘We’re having our meeting now,’ the cell leader said. ‘Sit over 
there and I’ll speak to you later ’ 

He seemed quite sure of himself for a man who had been 
du-ecting a fruitless Struggle for seven days Even if the warder 
had not filled me in, I could have judged from the type of insult 
being thrown out that the man they were Struggling was an in- 
tellectual He was gifted with the stubbornness of a peasant, 
though, and sulkily held fast against the onslaught of insult and 
threat He simply refused to talk, despite all the jeenng, screech- 
ing faces After a few hours the cell leader called a break and 
told me to give a short report on myself I went through the nor- 
mal procedure - name, age, background and crimes I was 
accused of 

‘Start working on your confession,’ he said ‘Don’t be like him 
and hold out against the government ’ 

I repaired back to my httle comer of the bed and contem- 
plated the famihar old scene, the agitation, the shakings of the 
fists, the harsh, repetitive words spat out with apparently sin- 
cere hatred Stinking intellectual Scum of society Ass licker 
(That one was theoretically forbidden, but the cell leader let it 
pass ) Shameless Sly and cunning Bad element Rotten egg No 
skin, no face They threw everything they could think of at him 
Once, in a moment of boredom, I craned my bead back to see 
out the window through the edge of the curtain. 

‘What are you looking outside for?’ one of my cellmates 
angrily corrected me 

The Struggle continued I kept my mouth shut At around 
4 p jn the cell leader - irate and frustrated by now - pointedly 
gazed over to my edge of the bed I was a handy one for him to 
pick on 
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“Why aren’t you talking?’ he demanded. ‘Do you sympathize 
With him or what? Just because you’re new here doesn’t mean 
you have the right to do nothing Everybody has to talk. Give 
us your views ’ 

Good I knew there would be a chance like that sooner or 
later. 

My, my, my,’ I said politely, ‘the way you people work this 
session. How disorganized!’ 

Some faces turned in surpnse It was easy to take charge with 
these beginners 

shouldn’t be all this confusion and disorder,’ I went on. 
ow. I’ll fell you juy views and afterward you can discuss 
wtether they’re right or wrong Is that all right with-you?’ 

The cell leader waited, curious to see what sort of phenome- 
uonlwas 

From the way you’ve all been talking since this mormng,’ 1 
^id, ‘it seems that the only counterrevolutionary in this cell is 
•oat guy over there I guess that means the rest of us are a bunch 
of heroes Party members or somethmg I think we’re forgettmg 
at we’re counterrevolutionaries, too - just as dirty as him We 
stink as bad as he does ’ 

Brief Uproar. Grumbling of angry voices One of them 
a outed indignantly that I was insulting my fellow schoolmates, 
"’as ready for that one 

, better put his remarks on the record,’ I suggested to 
e eell leader ‘I have insulted him That means he’s not a 
eounterrevolutionary He hasn’t committed any sins. Or he 
oOMn't recognize any. He thinks he shouldn’t be here ’ 

That shut him up in a hurry And even if it hadn’t, the session 
Ww ideological child’s play They had forgotten that the object 
° a Struggle wasmot just to correct a recalcitrant enemy of the 
^Ple, but to leam about one’s own sins at the same time 
In ^ here,’ I said importantly, ‘are stinking bad elements, 
‘binding the cell leader You’d better think about reforming 
ourselves before you feel so sure about jumping on other 
And let me tell you another thing. You’re going to 
each other in the camps, because the only way to survive 
IS to count on each other. So 1 think you’d better change 
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your attitudes 1 have been appointed by the warder to fake over 
this session Now let s see what we can do ’ 

The cell was magically pervaded with quiet respect The cell 
leader moved back up against the wall without complamt It was 
obvious he felt nothing but rehef Later, after our meal, 1 called 
the Struggle victim aside for a httle talk 
‘You’re being dumb,’ I told him, ‘and also masochistic You 
let these people swear at you and insult yon and all you can pos- 
sibly get from your attitude is a longer sentence. The only way 
to get them off your back is to go to the warder and make a 
clean confession It’s just like Chinese medicine- If you take it 
in little sips, all you’ll have is the bitterness, the only way to do 
It IS close your eyes and throw it all down ’ 

He smiled for the first time since that morning He had finally 
understood I walked back to my cell with another mark of 
ment on my dossier 

On the afternoon of 18 September, the guard opened my door 
and told me it was time for a shower All right Anything you 
say When I returned to the cell a barber was standing there with 
a stool, chppers and a pair of scissors On the bed were a blue 
Mao suit, socks and Chinese shppers The barber trimmed my 
hair and shaved me I climbed into the Mao suit, which was a 
good fit The guard led me to the director’s office From the sofa 
where he was sitting he motioned me over to an easy chair next 
to him Now It ivas adult-to-adult style Things had changed 
quite a bit from the days of die stool in the comer and the 
bowed head 

The director told me that in a few minutes I would be receiv- 
ing a visit from the French How I spoke to them would be con- 
sidered as a duect reflection of the progress of my reform. I 
would be aUowed to speak only in Chinese or French A hidden 
tape recorder would be registermg every word I said I should 
be careful 

Tw 0 guards led me to a large, bare-walled room with a table 
in the centre, a couple of decks for the interpreters on the side, 
and a set of sofas against the waU We entered by the back door, 
and I could see the tape recorder already turning, hidden from 
the front of the room by a screen 1 sat down on a chair beside 
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one of the sofas In less than a minute the door at the far wall 
opened and two Europeans were ushered into the room Both 
were members of the French erabassyln Peking Marc Menguy 
and lean Colombel What happened next dispelled to a great 
extent the bitterness that I harboured all along within myself at 
being let down aU these years by the French 
Marc Menguy came toward me, right hand outstretched, and 
as we shook hands, he said warmly, ‘We have come to let you 
know that we haven’t forgotten you ’ It was a very touching 
moment for me What was said may have sounded rather melo- 
dramatic under the circumstances that I found myself in, but it 
Wasn’t a simple sentence of greeting and encouragement that 
was being pronounced for my sole benefit As a matter of fact, 
with that brief sentence Menguy was actually asserting France’s 
position vis-h-vjs a prisoner of the Chinese who happened to be 
s French citizen He was making an official aflirmation In other 
Words, France cared 

Menguy and Colombel came to see me at the behest of the 
French ambassador to China, Lucien Paye, but, from the way 
ibey talked to me, they made me feel that they came rather as 
friends than as bureaucrats carrying out instructions This was 
50 Unexpected and so vastly different from the attitude of the 
so-called consular agent that at first I felt rather uneasy The 
Questions that Menguy asked me throughout the visit showed 
•hat he had a genume feehng of concern for me 
We have been trying for quite some tune to see you, but the 
Chinese authorities have not permitted the visit until now,’ 
hfenguy began 
f thanked him 

We have heard that you were aihng Are you feeling better 
uoiv? Do you need anything special by way of medicines?' 

Chinese government is taking good care of me ’ 

^ow about food? Are you eatmg all righf* Do you need 
anything extra?’ 

My rations are sufficient the government is seeing to that. 
My food IS better than what the guards get I have three meals 
par day at eight a m , at noon, and at six p m ' 

Menguy followed my exposition carefully, nodding his head. 
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He went back to his questions, trying to find out more about the 
position that I was really in within the time limited to the visit 

‘How about meat? Does your diet contain enough meat?' 

‘I can’t tell you how much meat I get,’ I said, ‘because I don’t 
have the scales to weigh it, but it is more than enough by Chi- 
nese standards I am perfectly satisfied’ 

‘How about your cell? Do you have enough light? Are there 
any windows?’ 

‘There are two windows in my cell one big. one and one 
small one I get exercise for an hour every day except Sundays 
and hohdays ’ 

‘And cigarettes - can you smoke if you want?’ 

‘I am allowed to smoke as much as I want during exercise 
period outside ’ 

Well, then,’ Menguy said with satisfaction, ‘everythmg seems 
to be all right Is there anything else you would like from us?’ 

I would be grateful if you could let me have either a French- 
Chinese or an Enghsh-Chinese dictionary and maybe some 
newspapers ’ 

I think we can arrange to send you copies of Le Monde and 
Le Figaro ' 

No, thank you. Monsieur Menguy 1 Those are bourgeois 
papers f would prefer to have the latest copies of the Pehng 
Review And some novels by Maupassant or Balzac, if you 
could manage that And some warm underwear ’ 

Menguy kept nodding his head, while Colombel took it all 
down Before they left, Menguy informed me that he had a 
message for me from the French ambassador ‘Monsieur Pas- 
quahni, you must not lose courage but must continue to behave 
well as you have done up till now We have beard that you are 
sludying Chinese and that the results are rather excellent Con- 
tinue your studies so that someday, when you will be in France, 
you shall be able to make your modest contribution I have been 
authorized to inform you that our ambassador has already 
begun to take up your case with the Chinese authorities in the 
hope of obtaining tor you a pardon and the remission of the 
remainder of your sentence Therefore, it is very important for 
you to give us your co-opcration by not giving the Chinese 
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authorities any cause for complaint as regards your behaviour 
and by refraining from doing anything which might compromise 
the efforts of his excellency 1 am sure that we shall not be dis- 
appointed with you.’ 

Thus, just before leaving, Menguy not only reiterated 
France’s position, but also let it be known to the prison authori- 
ties that the French government had the intention of doing 
everything within its power to get me released It was a very 
comforting thought. 

Back m my cell I could feel elation and excitement surging 
through me, but I wondered about my performance Would 
the warders approve of the way I had handled it? And would 
Menguy think I had been brainwashed? I got a hint of an 
answer that evening when the guard brought my supper With 
It were two packs of Gauloises, a carton of Chung Huas, a tin 
of 555 State Express and ten yuan This pampering was a good 
sign The guard informed me that the government was looking 
over some books the French had brought for me If they were 


approved, I could have them soon 
After supper I was feeling good ‘Bao gao I ’ I cried out The 
guard came to the slot in the door 
‘I request the member of the govwnment to tell me if I might 


be allowed to have a smoke m the cell ’ 

1 knew that as a general rule it was forbidden but since I was 
enjoying such de luxe treatment I thought it would be wo a 
bV To my pleasure and surprise, he passed a smg e ma e 
Ibrough the slot . u 4 

'Try not to bum the place down,’ he said He iratched ^ ■ 
fully as I lit up a Gauloise and put the match out The 
Was so strong that I choked on the first few puffs It ® 
“>u of the good old Hsing Kai-Hu native leaf. After I had nn- 
ished, the guard told me I was wanted m the director s 0 ce 
‘The government is satisfied with the visit,’ he told me 
lo admit that you have made a little bit of progress 
nJly liked the way you dealt with the tricky questions w 
toed to trap you That was very good, what you said about th 
jncat and the scales. But do you really think they w P 
helping you? Do you think they have your best interests at 
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heart? Do 3'ou have any illusions about them being able to get 
you out of pnson some day’’ 

That was easy to answer I didn’t even blink. 

‘Of course not,’ I said with emphasis T know I can’t rely on 
the French embassy for that If I started having those sorts of 
Ideas, It would mean I was relying on the imperialists It would 
prove that I wasn’t reformed I am in prison because of sms I 
have committed against the Chinese People’s Government No 
one has the right to interfere with the internal affairs of the 
Chinese People’s Government ’ 

The words rolled off my tongue with-all the ease of pre- 
digested slogans I wonder how much of it I truly believed and 
how much was pure habit But there was one thing of which I 
was utterly certain - it was what they wanted to hear. 

The dnector sat and looked probingly at me for a long mo- 
ment. 

‘Do you really mean that, Bao? Are you really being sincere?’ 
‘Look through my dossier,’ I suggested 'I think you will find 
that my attitude has always been the same ’ 

Another prolonged silence * 

■Yes,’ the director said absently He called for a guard to 
bring me back to my cell 

On October first, they gave me a kilo of apples, half a pound 
of candy and an assortment of cakes in addition to the regular 
meals - full helpings of beef, pork, raviolis, noodles, bean curd 
and vegetables I was feeling like a maharajah with a guilt com- 
plex I knew Yang and the kids were not eating nearly as well as 
I, but all my requests to see them had gone unanswered so far 
On the fifth, the guard informed me that they were in the prison 
visiting room to see me 
‘Iieh jian,' he said Come along 

I followed him to the room with the big table in the centre 
Yang, now my ex-wife, was there with Yung Mow, the eldest, 
was already old enough to have been sent away for ‘volunteer’ 
work on a state farm It ivas the first time I had seen Yung in 
about a year. He was getting to be a big boy - he was ten now - 
but I was distressed to see how shabby and worn his clothing 
was In spite of the cold he had only sandals on his feet, without 
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'Jiri 

-MtjnAlulc, I Ifil Ii.hI j Atcond vhil from llic crobnssy. This 
<( HAS onlv Mr Cdlnnibtl lie will Ihings were going well 
Die. I coiiJii j(,,> (. re.non.iWt hopes I'or tlic future. On the 
'“■f y first Hie y ti.irij cijicntil niy door .md tossed Isvo books onto 
bul, a OiiDtsc-Iinchsh dictionary and a dictionary of 
toms. Tliey both h.nl come from little Yung. I Jeamed. He had 
ailed for Severn! Iioun out in the cold street in front of the 
™0n. hoping to be let in to sec me. Rules were rules, though, 
0 there svas never ,i chance for him to come inside without all 
0 formalities having been worked out beforehand At least 
had been good enough to take tlie books from him 
d bring ibcm to me. He had bought them with part of the ten 

had given him 

Pn the morning of 5 Kovember a warder came m with yet 
""“‘her set of eJothes for me to try on There was a Westem- 
0 grey woollen suit this tune, with Chinese-made leather 
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shoes and a white shut Both the shoes and the shirt • were too 
big, so he took them away and reappeared later that afternoon 
with another set, which fitted this tune, except for the collar of 
the shirt The next mormng my guard opened the door duectly 
after reveille and told me to put on my new clothes He led me 
out to a courtyard where a jeep with two pistol-beanng Sepos 
was waitmg for me There were no handcuffs this time 

We drove through the famihar streets of Pekmg, dodging 
bicycles, and when we passed the People’s Congress Hall m 
midtown, I suddenly realized where we must be heading - the 
Supreme People’s Court It was an imposing edifice, baroque 
and pillared, topped by the mevitable red star We hustled 
through the high-ceihnged hallways, our feet ringing on the 
pohshed wooden floor, our progress marked by the regularly 
spaced brass spittoons that are de rigueur m any Chinese pubhc 
building 

The courtroom we entered was a big, theatrelike place panel- 
led with dark wood with a raised platform in front for the 
judges, the usual witnesses’ chairs and an oversized portrait of 
Mao on the back wall Up on the dais were an assistant 
judge, a secretary and a prosecutor The proceedmgs began as 
always 

‘What IS your name?’ 

‘Bao Ruo-wang ’ 

■\Vhat were you originally called?’ * 

’Pasqualim ’ 

‘SpeUit’ 

We continued down the checkhst of my past, my nationahty, 
crimes, sentence and reform The judge read a statement that 
was surprisingly short 

‘In view of the fact that Pasqualim has shown sincere signs of 
regret for his sms, the Chinese People’s Government has de- 
cided, as a measure of special leniency, to remit the remainder 
of his criminal sentence and to order him deported from the 
country He will be taken to the border under pohce guard and 
there will be handed over to the competent authorities ’ 

That was all there was to it Rehef had come as swiftly as the 
ceremony that had condemned me to the camps It wasn’t even 
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'5tfr'\ ,!rcv it fct! !rt UccT he a-.! c(l cheerfully, 

I ttf", { ) j-jj, pfj,„n • 

^ fri't. he *■. 1 ) 'Q.tttr tn’c. Well, ymi'll be out soon In the 
f’-wtii/nir.jnijrf* «ii'cf hcrci<t<itcymi ‘ 

Out Ii't n:ccl lie ncri«it\ .nntl <.Ir.Hncd, .nnd would have 
>M cictt V iihniii the p!e\cncc of the pu.ird Wh.it more could 
"c t<i 1 it), ji,;,, j didn’t already know’’ She wished 
•tie !ue), «)tcfc\cf I h ippencd to l.ind I promised her 1 would 
(wividc for the }.uh. cun if I never \.iw them apain This time 
') r-tid 4i jeep to drive her I'.afc home 
tile director called me back to bis oHicc and told me to pre- 
PWe mjiclf for the trip to the border. I made the mistake of 
•itKmg him if It would tier be possible to bring my children out 

uiina .ifiir me 1-or the first time in weeks his voice became 
narsh 

hao,’ he said, 'if you had asked that question yesterday, I 
®n t think you’d be leaving now Tlicy may be children to you, 
ui to the gos crnmcnl they arc citirens of the People’s Republic 
China Their future is assured here. Even if they wished to, 
loll they do not, the government would not permit them to 
Siw their lives over to a corrupt, bourgeois society.”'' 

n my cell there was a huge pile of raviolis waiting for me, but 
isd liiiij appetite. I ate five or six and told the guard I was 
•nished When the kitchen worker came for my tray, be con- 
niptuously dumped what I had left into the bucket on the 
."i was shocked. 

That’s Wasting food,’ I said angrily, but the guard stood there 

The fommlitics to get my children out of China one by one 

they' Government lias given them the Bccessaiy entry permits, 
oi 6tiU wailing, however, lor an out visa. 
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impassively and the cook only shrugged It was an anguishing 
expenence to see the uneaten raviohs lying in the bottom of 
the dirty bucket 

On the afternoon of the tenth, I left Prison Number Two My 
departure began with the most thorough search I had ever 
undergone After I had been stripped naked and minutely in- 
spected the guards went through my clothes and belongings It 
was here that I lost the wooden knife-spoon that Lo had whittled 
for me in Ching Ho The only objects they left me were my 
three books - the two dictionanes Yung had bought me and the 
old one I had brought through the camps The guards drove me 
to the Fekmg Central Station and put me aboard a ‘soft* com- 
partment that had been reserved in advance Chinese trains are 
divided into soft (padded seats) and hard (benches) sections, in 
order to avoid the unpleasant, anti-Marxist connotations of first 
class and second class My welcoming committee was await- 
ing me inside the compartment - a moustachioed plainclothes 
man from the Peking Bureau of Public Security 
‘Sit down, Bao,’ he said ‘Have a smoke ’ 

He even lit it for me Before he turned me over to my officia] 
escorts he wanted to make a few last ideological points 
‘We are a young country, Bao, and the young often make mis- 
takes The best proof that the government is good is that yon 
are alive and well today, even though you may have gone 
through some hardships What you say about us when you are 
outside China is your business, but we all hope you will stress 
the positive sides ’ 

We took leave of each other with a cordial handshake and 
my journey out of China began Fittingly enough, one of the 
two men escorting me was the very same Sepo who had hand- 
cuffed me in my house seven years earlier They took their 
places opposite me and we rolled along m silence, listening to 
the music from the loudspeaker overhead I had nothing to say 
to them and they didn’t care to chat together m front of me 
For the first twenty minutes of the ride I gazed intently out 
the window, looking for a glimpse of Liangxiang, which I knew 
lay close by these very same tracks It was with a cunous mix- 
ture of emotions that I finally caught sight of the red brick 
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'I'd !/> r ;i l\i I j ii( anil mn linvils of ficc. plca'ic ’ 
fCi'n' ('hnci-jM c 'Oioshcr.imUmilid 
'■V\ conu on' till; Scpo i>id 'lake somtilung better Ilian 

th'!, WeSe y,,. i„ I ,j,y of joii.’ 

Ht Mill hadn't ciiirhi on lo mi f.imc. 
ink V'li.l'in 'mipaml nee' 

'Don't worii,'!huoth<.ronc<i.iid ’Evcri'lliing's paid tor You 
a order anj thine foii want ' 

I Upi my faci icvcrciv eiprcinonlcs^ 'I haven’t even finished 
expiating iny mas.' 1 laid. ‘How can 1 presume to order luxun- 
Otis food?' 

Tliat's all rielit.' the smilihp Sepo said ‘What’s past is past 
Tltc eovernment lias forgiven your sms It's finished Overt 
*I should tr) to lif litcn the burden of the government as much 
os possible,’ I intoned, 'Surely you see what 1 mean ' 

Dae of them started to protest, but gave up m mid-sentence, 
had been cornired and they knew it They looked at me 
Elumly Tlicy couldn’t tell whether they had an ideological ro- 
hot before them or whether they had simply been had But in 
either ease, they had no choice when it came to ordering their 
Own suppers That was how that evening I had my last small 
''ictory over the police - all three of us ate a bowl of soup and 
hvo bowls of nee apiece Could a guardian of the New Order 
show himself to be more bourgeois and luxury-oriented than a 
scum or society? 

The rest of the two-day trip to Canton was uneventful, ex- 
'«Pf for the fact that from then on my escorts took their meals 
ta the dining car, relaying each other so that one of them al- 
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■ways stayed behind with tne while the other ate As for me, I 
kept to my soup and nee We went through Hankow, across the 
nver to Wuhan and then directly on to Canton 
I spent the night of 12 November in the Canton Provincial 
Jail The du-ector apologized for this mdigmty, but explained 
that no other facilities were available And, more specifically, 
would I mind sharing the cell with another man? I shrugged 
That \vas the last thing that could bother me right then 
My cellmate for that final night turned out to be another 
Franco-Chmese metis like me, an older man named Rousset, 
from Shanghai He had been released from a normal civihan 
jail rather than from Lao Gai, and he was not at all happy with 
the idea of having a room mate It was the first time that such an 
outrage had been inflicted on him He complained to the guard 
when he saw my Chinese face, but relented and welcomed me as 
a comradewhen he discovered Iwas as French as he We smoked 
two of my Gauloises as a token of our new found friendship 
My last day in China was Friday the thirteenth of November 
Rousset and I boarded a morning tram for Sbumchun, the 
Chinese terminus town at the Hong Kong border This time it 
was open seats instead of compartments, and we sat in the 
middle of a mixed crowd of Asian and Western businessmen 
returning from the Canton Trade Fair China has truly come a 
long way, several Englishmen agreed among themselves Every- 
one seems well fed and happy Plenty to buy in the stores It 
might just be the model for the future Rousset and I sat in 
our government-issue suits and held our tongues Airs from 
Chinese opera came from the loudspeakers Our two guards sat 
discreetly in a far comer of the car 
At Shumchun the guards led us through our own border 
formalities apart from the other voyagers Naturally, we were 
searched again, and the man in the foreign exchange booth 
allowed us to change our Chinese money for no more than six 
Hong Kong dollars apiece (U S SI) The rest (my savings of 
pocket money from jail came to ten yuan) would be sent to our 
famihes, he promised The border police told us we could write 
a last letter, which the government would post free We senb- 
blcd them out hastily and handed over the unsealed envelopes. 
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The Mstoms inspector wrapped a sturdy band of paper around 
wee books, affixed a red wax seal to it and let us through 
into the transit restaurant. 

It was some time after noon that we sat down for our final 
since a meal was on our programme I told the waiter I 
ould prefer not to have any fish because of my allergy to sea- 
w He nodded and returned in ten minutes with a large 
omelet To my surprise he also unloaded from his tray an assort- 
j of chicken, pork, vermicelh and vegetables - eight dishes 
to a He was indignant when we told him there must have been 
some mistake We were only two, and we weren’t even par- 
‘Wdarly hungry 

Who ordered all this?’ he asked irritably “Now that we are 
int ^0 period of temporary difficulties [I was 

erested to see that waiters and warders used the same euphe- 
tsms] no one should be wasting food like this There’s enough 

here for SIX people!’ 

^fiousset* indicated the plainclothes guard at the table next 
® waiter turned to remonstrate with him but shut 
f*® saw the card from the Peking Bureau of Pubhc 

Ah, all right, comrade,* he said. ‘If that’s the case, then it’s all 
”8htwithme’ 

Br^^ * brought us oat to the Chinese side of the Lo Wu 
m h^* ^ could make out the Engbsh policeman 

^ holomal uniform Over to the right steam locomotives 
j and forth in' the Shumchun freight yards. Their 

thet^ ""hhc painted brilhant crimson and rimmed with white, 
they pulled bore painted red flag emblems signifying 
Th bmes their teams had overfulfilled their work norms, 
jjj. ^ parked on the sidmgs were covered with billboard- 
Ciunese characters forming the slogans T-ong Live the 
'’tight** ^nd ‘Long Live the People’s Communes' It was a 

, ’ opUmistic, sunny day 
eat succeeded in gettius his wife and four of his children 

"anora ffi “ " so after his release Being French cimens only 

farmy^u involved in getting exit visas, which is not the case 
for rtj. j, aaten Louis Rousset is now hving in the Pans area and worhing 
®ans Airport Authonty. 
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The guard held us up a few more minutes for an identifica- 
tion photograph Just as he was about to click the shutter, 
another guard shouted and ran toward us Seizing Rousset’s hat, 
he threw it roughly on the ground It might obstruct the picture, 
he said Was he joking when he explained that the picture would 
be circulated to aU the Chinese border posts, in order to prevent 
us from sneaking back in some day 7 
When they had finished, the guard told us we could be on our 
way I picked up Rousset's hat We walked across the bridge 
without looking back. 
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fe'isams in PrmI, which is our complete list of almost 
5,000 titles. 

A specimen copy of Paxeumews will be sent to 5'°“ 
tuouest Please wnlo to Dept EP, Penguin Books Ud, 
Barmondsworlh, Middlesex, for your copy 
If Ik £f J /t.; For a complete hst of bools asaihblc from 
I’ouguins m Uie United States wnte to Dept CS, Pengmn 
Itonls, fi25 Madison Avenue, New York, 

York 10022 

In CotiQ^a , For a complete list of hooks 
’^ajmnsin Canada unto to Penguin Bools Cinad > . 
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Some Books on World Affairs and Current Events 
published by Penguin Books 


CImj’s GuemUa War RigisDeSnty 
A Dictionary of Politics Cosauu Desmond 
A Portrait of English Raasm AtmDummett 

The Wretched of the Earth Frantt Pmon 
The New Militants . Crisis m the Trade Umons 
Pool Ferris 

Anstraha in the Seventies Faiiacipl T imes Survey 

The Geography of African Affairs Foul Fordham 

The New Industrial State AIT Galbraith 

Economics, Peace and Laughter J K Galbraith 

Inventing the Future Dennts Gobor 

The Rebel Church m Utin Amenca Alatn Cheerbrant 

How Israel Lost its Soul MararnGhihm 

Eural Guerrillas m Latm Amenca Riehai d Gotl 

GnemUa 'Warfare Cfte Guevara 

Aiafaia w&out Sultans ^red HalUday 



Some Books on World Affairs and Current Events 
published by Penguin Books 


Japanese Imperialism Today 
Jon Holliday and Gavan McCormack 

European Integration Edited by Michael Hodges 
The Continental Commitment Michael Howard 
Passports and Politics 
Derek Humphry and Michael Ward 
The Mugging Morton Hunt 
Conflict on the Congo Thomas Kanza 
Sohiicnitsyn A Documentary Record Leopold Labedz 
Outlaws of Amenca Roga Lewis 

Rhodesia White Racism and Impcnal Response 
Marlin Loney 

Nuclear Power Walt Patterson , 



Some Books on World Affairs and Current Events 
published by Penguin Books 


Inside the Company . a CIA Diary Philip Agee 

f*''! Maghreb in the Modem World Algeria, Tunisia, 
Morocco Samir Amin 

The New France DeGauUe and After JohnAtdagh 
The Squatters Ron Bailey 

Explosion in a Subcontinent; India, Pakistan, Bangladesh 
“ai Ceylon Robin Blackburn 
An Eye for the Dragon Dennis Bloodworih 
The Mind of the South W 1 Cash 
Ainencan Power and the New Mandarins 
hfoam Chomsky 

The New Unionism . The Case for Workers’ Control 
Xen Coates and Tony Topham 

Tower Problems, Diagnosis, Action 
dited by Alexander Cockburn and Robin Blackburn 
The Afneans Basil Davidson 
Tn the Eye of the Storm Angola’s People Basil Davidson 
Towards One Europe Stuart de la Maholiere 
Stiategy for Revolution Rigis Debray 



Some Books on China published by Penguins 


Chinese Loobng Glass De/ints Bloodworth 
The Birth of Communist China C P Fitzgerald 
The Chinese Literary Scene A Writer’s Visit to the 
People’s Republic Kai-yii Hsu 
China The Revolution Continued 
Jan Myrdal and Gun Kessel 
Mao The-tung Stuart R Schiam 

Mao Tse-tung Unrehearsed Talks and Letters 1956-1971 
Edited by Stuart R Schram 

Red Star Over China, Edgar Snow 

Red China Today The Other Side of the River 
Edgar Snow 

China's Long Revoluhon Edgar Snow 



Russia, China and the West 
Isaac Deutscher 


*’*°8raphies of Trotsky and Stalm were evidence 
^ the knowledge and insight with wbch Isaac Deutscher 
approached the affairs of Russia and the Communist 
""orld These attnfautes mspire the posthumous 
<^Ilection of articles he wrote between 1953 and 1966, the 
penod from the death of Stalm to the start of the Vietnam 
and the Great Cultural Revolution m Chma 

®we, With the immediacy of contemporary journalism 
0 ered by years of dose study, he discusses such critical 
^snts as the Hunganan nsmg, the abortive Summit 
Pference, and the Smo-Soviet dispute Deutscher once 
uclaied that it was his aim ‘to concentrate attention on 
p essential motives and long-term aspirations of Soviet 
b fulfils this aim superbly m fiiese essays linked 

y the editor’s commentary, they provide both a 
^ ntinuous account of Russia m her relations with Chma 
jP ftelVestandafascmatmgguidetosomeofthe 
®s-known internal poUhcal and economic tides inside 
Pssia, China, and the Soviet bloc, 



China* The Quality of^Life 
Wilfred Burchett with Rewi Alley 


Since 1927, when Rewi Alley first arrived m Shanghai, 
China has been in turmoil How have the Chinese people 
reacted to the enormous changes that have taken place 
and where do they find themselves today? 

In search of the answers to these questions, Rewi Alley 
and Wilfred Burchett travelled the length and breadth of 
China, talking to the people u the villages and communes, 
in theif factoncs and farms They visited Tachai, the 
famous agncnltural Bngade where, with sheer communal 
effort (and very little else), the peasants have turned a 
wilderness into fertile farmland, the oilfield of Tachmg, 
the enormous irrigation complex on the Huai nver, and, 
taking the enquiry outside central China, they investigated 
the position of the mmonties who form a large part of 
the population in Yunnan, Szechuan and Tibet 

‘Our central interest,’ says Wilfred Burchfett, ‘has been to 
measure the changes that have occurred m recent years m 
Chma and to set them in perspective against what ive knew 
of old Chma We tned to understand also how ordinary 
Chinese atizens conceive that much-bandied-about term: 
“quality of life”' 




